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ABSTRACT
Amidst the current cultural backdrop of debilitating digital addiction and malicious
misinformation campaigns, secondary social studies instructors require every possible tool to
engage students stuck in the haze of simulated reality. While nationwide mastery of the subject
area is wedged between failure (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2020) and apathy,
three-dimensional, entertainment-driven simulations are progressing at an exponential rate of
adolescent adoption and historical accuracy. In this phenomenological case study, I capitalize on
pupils’ preference for virtual integration by outlining a pedagogical approach that harnesses the
trinity of content knowledge, discursive prowess, and video game aptitude. Video game titles
were selected according to their score on Rice’s (2007) “Video Game Higher-Order Thinking
Evaluation Rubric” and “Video Game Cognitive Viability Scale”, with lessons tied to Florida’s
Next Generation Sunshine State Standards for social studies (2014).
Over a nine-week period of afterschool sessions, I led 14 diverse high school students
with a penchant for gaming through a digital and analog journey, facilitated by way of
commercial, off-the-shelf simulations and a mixed media collection of primary sources. By
building in ample open-ended opportunities for traditional and text-based discussion during the
lessons, I extracted meaningful qualitative data demonstrating the viability of this instructional
technique. Participants were members of a biweekly, extracurricular video game club, mainly
comprised of former and current pupils, which I acknowledge could have led to potentially
biased results. In my findings, I propose that COTS video games offer an alternative curricular
entry point, which can elicit higher-order discussions when paired with pointed, teacher-led
inquiry.

vi

The combination of face-to-face and digital discourse can improve students’ interpersonal
skills, media literacy, and civic competency through informal digital game-based learning
standards. Pupils who struggle to vocally contribute their opinions in a traditional lecture format
were able to shape the conversation via their virtual input. After conducting a discourse analysis
of my triangulated qualitative data sources, I affirm that the three most commonly occurring
themes (multiple perspectives; vivid, virtual imagery; expressing empathy) underscore the
study’s capacity to meaningfully investigate historical actors and contentious topics. This
methodology, if properly harnessed, could transmit subject manner more effectively and create
critically reflective, game-based learning cohorts. While this pedagogical strategy is by no means
a silver bullet to bridge the disconnect between classroom ennui and extracurricular excitement,
it may serve as a helpful model for social studies educators with a background in video games to
employ.

vii

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Prologue
“Now you’re playing with power.”
As an individual born during the period of flux between digital immigration and nativity
(Prensky, 2001b), I enjoy a unique perspective while navigating my endless expedition towards
instructional mastery. The generation straddling technological modernity, some social studies
educators like myself, have been exposed to the annals of history through a socializing medium
beyond books, television, and film. We now exist in a culture of simulation, where the same
complex ideas that shape classroom content are examined, characterized, and communicated
through interactive virtual media.
Whether I was cognizant of my paradigm shift or not, there was a demarcation in my
adolescence when I began to undergird my historical perspective through video games. Thus, I
propose an alternative method for teachers and students to explore meaningful critical social
studies themes via the captivating details of these painstakingly researched, three-dimensional
landscapes. The deeper we delve into the 21st century, the more learners elect to explore
historical subject matter by way of digital simulations; yet the educational research community
still possesses a rudimentary understanding of how learning through such interactive systems can
enhance players’ higher-order thinking about the past.
After reflecting upon this striking disconnect, I felt compelled to address the vast chasm
separating current classroom strategies and the technological saturation of secondary students.
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According to the most current National Assessment of Educational Progress (2018), better
known as “The Nation’s Report Card,” only 15%, 25%, and 24% of eighth graders performed at
or above the proficient level in U.S. history, geography, and civics, respectively. This score
represents no significant change from the previous exam (2014), which begs the following
questions: How much should teachers adapt to the multimedia-soaked, virtually connected
society that American students presently live in? What are some instructional tactics that
educators can utilize to capitalize on modernity’s demand for instant gratification? Simply put,
how can social studies educators provide inventive opportunities for pupils to interact with statemandated content and reverse this trend of academic stagnation?
“If all else fails, use fire.”
Evaluating Edutainment
Charged with the task of attuning pedagogy to the adolescent learner’s social diet, I
turned to the solace I have invested an embarrassingly large fraction of my life into - video
games. This amorphous term can best be understood as any virtual interactive experience
communicated by way of a console, computer, smartphone, tablet, or smart TV. Within this state
of conceptual play, Barab et al. (2009) define the cultural milieu as meaningful engagement
involving the projection of a character who, engaged in a partly fictional problem context, must
apply abstract perceptions to comprehend and transform the digital environment.
Without delving into a convoluted technical definition of the term, it may also be helpful
to comprehend how a video game is constructed on the most elementary level. Numerous,
individual squares of visual data known as pixels, each containing specific red-green-blue (RGB)
values, are transmitted as part of a larger image called a bitmap by an electron beam onto a
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display medium such as a television. The more pixels or “bits” equate to a more graphically
pleasing game but require enhanced computing power, which explains why early gaming
engineers were resigned to creating blocky, two-dimensional environments (Sheldon, 2012).
Over the course of roughly two decades, the industry underwent a faster rate of invention than
any medium before its existence, with 1980’s Pac-Man consisting of a paltry eight bits and the
dawn of the 21st century unveiling breathtaking 128-bit offerings (Goldberg, 2011). Besides the
rapid advances in image fidelity, video games have evolved far beyond electronic amusements
born out of curiosity; they are a fully immersive, lean-forward experience equivalent to actively
participating in a literary epic or Hollywood blockbuster.
“All your base are belong to us.”
Roots of Gaming
How did it become possible for billions to suspend disbelief and embrace these virtual
worlds of fantasy fulfillment? To comprehend this evolutionary expedition, one must start by
examining the ancient games of prerecorded history, including but not limited to Egypt’s senet,
Mesopotamia’s Royal Game of Ur, and the still popular Chinese strategy contest known as Go
(von Sydow, 2017). With these titles dating back millennia, games are strikingly older than other
cultural components like film, television, and modern theatre.
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga’s 1938 book Homo Ludens, often considered the first
foray into the study of games from an artistic rather than a utilitarian perspective, concluded play
was conjoined with culture: “a free activity connected with no material interest, no profit gained,
proceeding within its own boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules in an orderly
manner” (Huizinga, 1949, p. 13). The frameworks of game production, representation,
appropriation, identification, and regulation are a complex, interwoven circuit, which is
3

“historically, temporally, and spatially rooted and contextualized” (Du Gay et al., 1997, p. 10).
Within the real or imagined arena in which gameplay commences, dubbed the “magic circle” by
Huizinga, players must strictly abide by the tenets of the activity; however, once outside the
circle, the objective and bylaws of the game are irrelevant (von Sydow, 2017).
“I don’t want to set the world on fire…”
Early Computing
Shortly after the publication of Homo Lumens, the Second World War ushered in an era
of unforeseen atrocities and innovation. To counter the advance of high-tech killing machines,
Alan Turing’s COLOSSUS computer cryptanalyzed the German code Enigma, arguably swaying
the struggle in the Allies’ favor. Once peace was declared, Turing retooled his mainframe and
engineered the first cathode ray computer in 1947, paving the way for gaming to go digital. Five
years later, the University of Cambridge’s Mathematical Laboratory produced a virtual version
of noughts and crosses, known in the United States as tic-tac-toe, on the world’s first computer
capable of reading and writing data; this milestone in play was shortly followed by Brookhaven
National Laboratory’s oscilloscope matches of “Tennis for Two” (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al.,
2013).
Responding to these rapid advances in human-machine interaction, French philosopher
Roger Caillois (1961) redefined games into four distinct categories: aggressive sporting bouts
called agôn; passive, chance-based contests known as alea; the imaginary universe of
simulations referred to as mimicry; and the temporary loss of perception experienced during an
amusement ride termed ilinx. Additionally, Caillois recognized the distinct difference between
the unstructured play of children he coined paidia and the rule-driven games rational adults agree
to he named ludus. Could it be possible for the fledgling video game to transcend these
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classifications? Can they possess the wondrous imagination of youth, the rigid order of
competitive society, and the fearful excitement of the unknown all within a simulation setting?
With the spirit of amusement surging through humanity’s genetic fiber, it was inevitable
that the proper technological climate would generate a revolution in recreation. As part of a 1962
student showcase at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, pioneering game designers
outfitted the first computer to feature a visual display, Digital Equipment Corporation’s PDP1,
with a cassette tape instead of the customary paper punch card output (Bissell, 2010). This
seemingly trivial accomplishment proved groundbreaking for the history of video games, as it
created the technical conditions necessary for the development of Spacewar!, a five-person
competition deemed by many to be the earliest socializing form of virtual amusement. The
rudimentary galactic battle software was soon shared with other leading research institutions,
stimulating the business savvy of future Atari founder Nolan Bushnell at the University of Utah.
“What is bravery, without a dash of recklessness?”
The Birth of the Video Game “Fad”
Often referred to as the “father of modern video games”, Bushnell comprehended the
immense earning potential of Spacewar! within the retail setting of pinball arcades. After several
failed attempts at rebranding his inspiration as Computer Space and placing the software inside
bulbous, science fiction-inspired arcade cabinets, Bushnell concluded that a successful game
must be “simple to learn but impossible to master” (Goldberg, 2011, p. 31). This creed gave rise
to the first video game displayed within the permanent collection of Washington, D.C.’s
Smithsonian Institute, 1972’s Pong. Conceived for the novice player with the straightforward
objective of volleying a monochrome ball, Pong’s inaugural market test resulted in the industry’s
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first “glitch” – the interior container collecting the quarters grew too full too quickly and the
machine malfunctioned (Kent, 2001). I cannot fathom a more fitting anecdote to foreshadow the
future electronic gold rush that followed.
As with any new business venture, a rivalry quickly emerged in the form of Ralph Baer’s
Odyssey home entertainment console released by Magnavox. Coupled with the device were
twelve mylar overlays fitting any 18 through 25-inch television set, secured by static electricity
or scotch tape; these crude video games were nothing more than squares of light appearing over
the corresponding screen cover to simulate roulette, football, skiing, geography, and other
sports/educational titles. When Atari released a home version of Pong in 1975 to vie for
Magnavox’s customers, the electronics giant took Bushnell to court, arguing that he cloned the
Odyssey’s business model. The intellectual property suit was hastily dismissed, resulting in
Atari’s early dominance of the industry and the emergence of a host of aspiring competitors
flooding the market with Pong imitations (Bissell, 2010).
Atari quickly dispatched these upstarts after their 1977 release of the 2600 Video
Computer System, which offered home ports of widely popular arcade titles like Space Invaders,
Asteroids, and Missile Command. To put the success of these digital shooting galleries into
monetary terms, Japanese consumers’ arcade addiction resulted in a national coin shortage.
Cultural critics have analyzed this sensation as a consequence of the Atomic Age; gamers could
now fight back, albeit virtually, against the specter of nuclear annihilation and the fear of the
unknown from above (Kent, 2001). As the video game “fad” was beginning to explode around
the world, “user-friendly” personal computers (PCs) like the Apple II condensed mammoth
mainframes into indispensable desktop accessories. “User-generated content” was born, often the
product of basement-dwelling coders, which gave rise to text-based adventure games (now called
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role-playing games or RPGs) like 1977’s Zork. Although these titles initially contained no
graphics whatsoever, hordes of fans typed in keyboard commands that immersed them in rich
storylines, much like the Dungeons & Dragons tabletop game in which they were grounded
(Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al., 2013).
“Dreams have a nasty habit of going bad when you’re not looking.”
New Directions
With the dawning of a new decade came a new direction for video games. Invented as a
more family-friendly alternative to the “violent” space titles referred to above, Pac-Man emerged
as the industry’s first character to spur an entire brand (producing a top 40 song, television show,
and a myriad of merchandise), which firmly legitimized the video arcade business. Atari, on the
other hand, engaged in a series of missteps, with their biggest blunder stemming from the sale of
the company to Warner Communications (Goldberg, 2011). Bushnell was speedily ousted from a
position of creative control, resulting in the market saturation of video games of varying levels of
quality. Driven by advertising and marketing strategies instead of innovative content, a husk of
the former industry giant slinked into the 1982 Christmas season with a stockpile of unsold titles
they desperately craved to unload on their souring customers. Instead of purchasing Atari’s fresh
$40 games like E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial¸ shoppers instead flocked to the bargain bins and
effectively “crashed” the burgeoning home console market the following year (Kent, 2001).
In Japan, however, quite the opposite societal trend was occurring. Nintendo, a toymaker
initially known for their playing cards, was watching Atari’s fall from afar and sought to rise
from their ashes. They followed up the success of their Game & Watch, a pocket-sized video
game/alarm clock mash-up marketed to Japanese businessmen, with the 1981 release of their
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Family Computer Disk System or Famicom (Bissell, 2010). Nintendo understood that gamers
wanted to fully enthrall themselves in digital universes and created memorable characters like
Donkey Kong and Super Mario that followed Pac-Man’s branding. To ensure their continued
wealth, the company extracted royalties from rival game developers to create titles for their
system, personally manufactured all their cartridges, and included an authentication chip inside
their games to prevent piracy (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al., 2013).
“True victory is to give all of yourself, without regret.”
The Console Wars
Before launching in the United States, Nintendo took steps to assure skeptical retailers
still reeling from Atari’s colossal failure that their product was not a video game system but an
“entertainment system”, branding the console as a “Control Deck” and the cartridges as “Game
Paks” (Goldberg, 2011). Shortly after its 1985 North American release, Nintendo had
indisputably resurrected the home gaming craze, grossing more money than all previous gaming
systems combined (Kent, 2001). Players were dazzled by the company’s quirky accessories (e.g.
R.O.B. the Robotic Operating Buddy and the Zapper light gun), in-game secrets, and
unforgettable musical scores. Nevertheless, total market dominance proved fleeting as
Nintendo’s Japanese rival Sega unveiled their 16-bit Genesis console in 1988, doubling the
graphical output of the Nintendo Entertainment System (Harris, 2015).
The competition that followed ushered in a cultural phenomenon colloquially referred to
as the “console wars”, with gamers still pledging their loyalty to specific gaming brands to this
day. As the battle raged, Nintendo observed an untapped prospect on the mobile gaming front,
releasing their Game Boy in 1989 bundled with the Soviet-developed puzzle game Tetris (Kent,
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2001). Although aesthetically unappealing by today’s standards, many credit Tetris as the
breakthrough mobile gaming title for Western audiences – a market segment that currently
generates 51% of global sales (Wijman, 2018).
While cartridges appropriate for all ages comprised the bulk of early video game
offerings, parents and politicians became increasingly troubled by the adult themes present in
two infamous titles: Mortal Kombat and Doom. 1993’s United States congressional hearings on
violence in video games garnered widespread media coverage and resulted in the creation of the
Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) to address the visceral gore of fatalities and firstperson killing simulators (Harris, 2015). Viewed by most as a scapegoat for the savagery
afflicting the world over, these games also contained a profound communal component. Legions
of fighting aficionados would attempt to dethrone the resident Mortal Kombat master at their
local arcade, whilst local area network (LAN) parties facilitated a multiplayer version of the
competitive carnage of Doom – perhaps the world’s first glimpse into social video gaming
(Goldberg, 2011).
“The harder you have to try, the more points you deserve!”
Innovative Technologies
As the home console market entered its renaissance period so did home computing,
thanks in no small part to the advent of the Compact Disc Read-Only Memory (CD-ROM) drive.
Only one-quarter of its predecessor’s size (the laser disc) but one hundred times its storage
capacity, the compact disc made it possible for game designers to fashion gorgeous, engrossing
visuals like 1993’s PC title Myst (Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al., 2013). CD-ROM’s ability to process
copious amounts of data, manipulate polygons in real time, and play high-fidelity audio
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functioned as a portal into gaming modernity. The electronics behemoth Sony was the first to
capitalize on this breakthrough technology with the introduction of their PlayStation console in
1995. It was now conceivable for players to manufacture in-game characters of themselves,
referred to as avatars, which generated a more believable, expressive, and emotive representation
of reality (Kent, 2001).
Moreover, designers now had to account for the concept of the camera that followed the
free-roaming avatar, necessitating the inclusion of an analog joystick placed on the gaming
controller along with the time-tested directional pad. Virtual playgrounds, like 2001’s Grand
Theft Auto III, where players engaged in interactive choices and crowned themselves chiefs of
their digital fiefdoms became the industry norm. Microsoft, no stranger to computing, observed
the direction gaming culture was heading and bridged the worlds between PC and console with
their Windows-powered Xbox the same year (Harris, 2015). Character-driven narratives with
astonishing, imaginative imagery were no longer only relegated to big-budget, feature films.
Gaming now possessed the capability to deliberately provoke audience response, morphing into
a living artform that employs every avenue of expression: writing, composing, technical
programming, graphical design, and architecture, to name a few.
“You have completed a great game and proved the justice of our culture.”
Contemporary Game Studies
In the tradition of Huizinga and Caillois before him, the Danish game scholar Jesper Juul
recognized this paradigm shift and concluded that virtual simulations are now “half-real” in the
sense that although the environments are fictional, the in-game directives the player must abide
by are never questioned. His 2005 book by the same name explores this multifaceted relationship
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in which individuals digitally interact with one another to compete in the very real event of
gaming. Juul perceives video games through the lens of amusement immemorial or the “classic
game model” (see Appendix B/Fig. 15), noting how the phenomenon has borrowed from nonelectronic leisure activities but has also developed unique societal trends. He then poses a series
of questions in response to this emergent research culture, all of which I wish to weave into this
dissertation:
•

Do we observe video games or the players holding the controllers?

•

How do the rules of video gaming compare to the fictional possibilities?

•

In what ways do video games tell stories?

•

Should video games be studied through the context of the broader media?

•

Do we emphasize what video games are or what they should be?

While Juul admits that video game “fictions and rules are not perfect and complete
simulations of the real world,” he defends their function as an integral means to enhance user
accessibility and reduce task-based timeframes (Juul, 2005, p. 170). For example, sports software
offers players the possibility of competing on the highest professional level and strategy titles
can condense centuries of military conquest into a rousing evening of gameplay.
Jane McGonigal strengthens Juul’s argument, defining the various types of “work”
aligned with contemporary gaming in her acclaimed 2011 work, Reality is Broken. She deems
high-stakes work the rush of virtual racing, busywork the predictable puzzle game, mental work
the craftiness of real-time strategy, physical work the cardiovascular exercise of workout games,
discovery work the exploration of role-playing games, teamwork the selfless contribution to a
massive, multiplayer online game, and creative work the imaginative legacy of our virtual
identities. According to McGonigal, all games must include a specific outcome to provide a
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sense of purpose, rules to unleash creativity and foster strategic thinking, a feedback system to
inform and motivate players to continue towards their goals, and voluntary participation among
gamers “to establish common ground for a community of play” (p. 21).
Inspired by the various genres alluded to in McGonigal’s vivid descriptions of gamebased work, Granic et al. (2013) plotted the main classifications of virtual simulations, with
examples organized according to their level of complexity and socialization (see Appendix
C/Fig. 16). While both analog games and paper-based simulations offer dynamic, rule-based
models of play, digital simulations merge these domains by offering quantifiable outcomes with
predetermined goals that replicate some aspect of the past (McCall, 2016). Brom et al. (2018)
also revisited McGonigal’s book, organizing her definitive game traits according to common
assumptions and interpreted through three prominent social science theories (cognitive load,
social determination, and social interdependence). The authors inspected in-game choices, praise,
and leaderboards to assess how software supported competence and/or autonomy, evoked
enthusiasm for decision-making, increased challenge, and structured knowledge in a meaningful
manner (see Appendix D/Fig. 17). Other current constructs for game studies include Inchamnan
and Yampray’s (2017) premise placing social interaction on a continuum between creative and
learning processes, as well as van Vught and Glas’ (2017) diagram that contrasts the object and
process of leisure with the style of play and context.
Zombies Ate My Neighbors
The Rise of a Social Movement
As virtual simulations evolved into even more beneficial and accessible platforms
capable of sharing information exponentially, socially-conscious designers developed “games for
social change” with the intention to alter perceptions and attitudes on an international scale
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(Bogost, 2011). Such titles include Re-Mission, crafted for cancer patients to aid in the
comprehension of their treatment regimen, along with Darfur is Dying, set in a Sudanese
internally displaced person (IDP) camp to better communicate the atrocities of civil war than
simply reading about a distant situation (Ensmann, 2017). These social impact games (SIGs)
assume a unique cultural role in their ability to fine-tune students’ critical thinking and
dispositional skills when co-viewed with educational guides who share in the learning experience
(Ray et al., 2013). Socialization, with sometimes morally ambiguous motives, proves to be a
constant throughout the modern domain of gaming.
However, some titles like Second Life and Project Entropia defy categorization,
containing no rewards, points, antagonists/protagonists, or missions. The objective of these
virtual life customization portals progressed from 1997’s Tamagotchi toy by Bandai, which
emulated the daily responsibilities of pet ownership (Goldberg, 2011). Seemingly innocuous at
initial examination, many of these digital universes subscribe to the economic principle of supply
and demand; everything within the game requires the payment of real money and real money is
accrued for everything owned. To further complicate the fictional status of these environments,
prominent “real” entities exist within this invisible space: artists curating galleries, bands
performing live sets, and universities/businesses advertising their accomplishments (EgenfeldtNielsen et al., 2013).
Since Millennials reported video games as their primary form of entertainment, industries
have been reformatted to capitalize on this virtual fervor through an “always earning” approach
(Bogost, 2011). Farmville, for instance, functions on a free-to-play model that maximizes actual
productivity within the digital world, thereby “gaming the gamer” to share their activity with as
many users as possible to achieve the desired outcome. Games are now harnessed in an
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Orwellian quest to obtain complete user engagement, emphasizing the value of “being there” in
the moment to extract real-time reactions, monitored behaviors, and reverse engineer the player’s
next move (Bissell, 2010). Since the 2018 inclusion of “gaming disorder” in the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) by the World Health Organization, frequent users should
question how they measure their intrinsic enjoyment within a game’s reward structure. Although
an individual may interpret gaming as a bastion of control within an otherwise perplexing
existence, a Pavlovian cycle will develop to the point where the amusement activity takes
precedence over more pressing concerns. For instance, Drummond and Sauer (2020) concluded
that adolescents who consume video games prior to attending school suffer from a moderate
reduction in academic performance.
With the current iteration of video game consoles capable of playing any title anywhere,
anytime with amazing speed and quality, it should come as no surprise that more computing
power exists within a Microsoft Cloud-infused Xbox One than the entire planet’s technology
combined at the turn of the 21st century (Harris, 2015). Gamers are most powerful when
connected to each other, as evidenced by the estimated six million collective years of playtime
on World of Warcraft or the one billion Facebook users who actively employ the social media
platform for virtual amusement purposes (Wijman, 2018). This global union of likeminded
enthusiasts inhabit streaming gaming services such as Steam and Origin, which pit plucky,
innovative indie developers against celebrated publishers in a competition for screen time. As
traditional peripherals like controllers and monitors may be phased out for virtual reality’s
offerings, the future of video games beyond the certainty of high-end graphics, enchanting
narratives, and all-encompassing worlds is open to discussion.
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“Do a barrel roll!”
Praise for the Instructional Benefits of Simulations
The Entertainment Software Association (2019) reported that four out of five U.S.
households own a device used to play video games, amounting to 155 million individuals
actively gaming nationwide. This translates to roughly 49% of Americans playing video games
regularly, understood as three hours or more per week, with a mean of two gamers in each
participating household. Additionally, consumers have been investing in the video game industry
for an average of 12 years, with 42% of respondents citing the activity as possessing the most
entertainment value for their money.
Since these statistics are based on national averages rife with inequality – for example,
the U.S. Department of Education (2019) counted over 1.5 million homeless students enrolled in
public schools during the 2017-18 school year – they do not accurately represent the integral
position video games play in the American pupil’s daily routine. However, the Pew Research
Center (2018) surveyed a diverse cross-section of U.S. teenagers and found that 90% reported
being regular consumers of video games, with nearly 50% responding affirmatively to playing a
video game in the past 24 hours. Why not harness this enthusiasm for digital entertainment by
connecting it to pivotal classroom content that corresponds with the themes espoused by the
National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) and the C3 Framework (2013a)?
While enthusiastic interest abounds for gaming among the laypeople, where does the
academic community stand on such issues? The Federation of American Scientists (2006) issued
a call to action for the creation of simulations quickly and at a low cost, specifying the immense
need for their use in more classrooms throughout the country. Devlin-Scherer and Sardone
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(2010) echo this sentiment, declaring that simulations garner interest among the social studies
community because they are easier for teachers to lead, simpler for students to understand, and
require less classroom time than traditional curricular approaches. With the broad support of
educators, it is perplexing that digital game-based learning (DGBL) has not received wider
adoption throughout the discipline. This begs the question of what sort of damaging criticism has
been levied against this instructional method?
“Does this unit have a soul?”
Criticism of Game-Based Learning in Social Studies
In a literature review of 48 empirical DGBL studies, Hays (2006) determined that
simulations are not the most effective format for content transmission due to their likelihood of
experimental confounds and methodological issues. Greenblat and Duke (1981) assessed that a
lack of clarity exists within game-based studies because of the variety of terms applied within the
field. For example, game, game simulation, simulation, and model are often used
interchangeably in articles, which can lead to confusion among the research community. In a
retrospective meta-analysis of paper-based simulations, Clegg (1991) ascertained that games
were never fully integrated within the social studies curriculum, mainly consisting as part of the
classroom reward structure.
While most authors possess tremendous enthusiasm for the prospect of incorporating
DGBL into classrooms, Dempsey et al. (1994) discovered that the majority of these articles are
opinion-based and offer very little evidence to support their claims. Ehman and Glenn (1991)
parrot this accusation, declaring that most simulation studies lack a clear definition, demonstrate
low retention rates, and rarely transfer to other learning outcomes. Furthermore, simulations are
hampered by the difficulty to decipher substantial findings, as interpretations of important
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verbiage are skewed or conflicting across research paradigms (Gaydos, 2015). An added obstacle
involves the narrow scope of most DGBL literature, quarantining many studies to the foreign
territory of “functional” education (de Freitas, 2018). This troubling imbalance can be assuaged
through more cohesion between instructors when collecting data, penning articles, or developing
artifacts with educational impact.
Salen and Zimmerman (2004) impose perhaps the most disparaging critique of
simulations, asserting there is an immersive fallacy that fails to recognize the metacommunicative nature of gaming; students understand the game is separate from their reality and
do not behave or interact with the content authentically. When video games have been inserted
into social studies classrooms, most of the recent titles are classified as military or war-themed
(i.e. Call of Duty, Battleﬁeld, Assassin’s Creed). Van den Heede et al. (2017) disapprove of
many of these digital simulations for the following reasons: the storylines stage direct
confrontations between major global powers, which is uncommon in the post-Cold War world;
the games are fueled by exciting, morally unambiguous combat; the settings only vaguely
resemble any current conflict areas or geopolitics; the developers offer fictional narratives
because any realistic post-1989 content could potentially be deemed too controversial for a larger
commercial audience.
“Who are you, that do not know your history?”
Purpose of the Study & Research Questions
Not all the research related to DGBL has proven to be critical or prescriptive; there has
been a great deal of praise for the power of digital simulations to communicate content
effectively. For example, Paivio’s (1990) dual coding theory states that employing mixed media
serves as a much more effective teaching tool than harnessing a single medium; however, he
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prefaces this claim with the warning that the instructor must be certain the formats represent the
content identically and are complementary of one another. Zevin (2007) also stresses the
powerful effect of moving images on students’ mental images; nevertheless, he asserts digital
media can be quite effective when compared with original sources as an interpretative tool used
to answer questions of accuracy and truth. Kebritchi and Hirumi (2008) proclaim that for
students to become social studies content experts, they must interact with realistic contexts that
require them to interpret and explore — tasks that can be accomplished through digital
simulations.
While video games guarantee neither engagement nor learning, Watson et al. (2011)
determined that when tied to speciﬁc, authentic learning objectives, they possess the power to
help shape an active, learner-centered classroom. Virtual simulations are only as successful as
their ability to interest students in relevant material and motivate them enough to force a call to
action. Students should be well-briefed before the start and encouraged to do research on the
problem being investigated. Furthermore, the simulation should be tailored to the ability levels
present in the classroom yet challenging enough to make it a consequential component of the
learning process (Richardson Taylor, 1976). Once these precise conditions are prepared, I can
achieve my purpose of shaping student-centered social studies discourse through the digital
gaming environment at my fingertips. To focus the academic objectives of my phenomenological
case study, I propose the following research questions:

1. What are students’ perceptions related to social studies content as they engage with digital
simulations?
2. In what ways do commercial, off-the-shelf (COTS) video games provide a different
curricular experience within the social studies?

18

3. How can a combination of face-to-face and digital discussions harmonize with COTS
gameplay to reinforce social studies concepts?

“Take any one you want.”
Learning Preferences & Game Genres
The modus in which individual pupils perceive and absorb content, as conceptualized by
Felder and Silverman’s (1988) diagram (see Appendix E/Fig. 18), should be pondered before
instituting any DGBL strategies. Students with a penchant for active learning, meaning those
who prefer to explain or test something within the external world, historically outperform
reflective learners in achievement when using contextual gaming. Moreover, outgoing,
conscientious individuals typically display higher levels of engagement as well as comfortability
within digital classroom settings (Alexiou & Schippers, 2018). In a 2015 study, Hwang et al.
offered students semi-structured opportunities to explore within an open world video game,
providing them with task-based challenges and feedback on their progress, a pedagogical design
that is tailormade for active learning students but may isolate their reflective peers who favor
more traditional, lecture-based approaches.
“Open world” can be defined as a three-dimensional (3-D) environment in which the
playable character can either traverse freely throughout a meticulously designed virtual universe
or follow an organized storyline (Moss, 2017). Open world gameplay, therefore, is the antithesis
of linear gameplay; there are often no objectives explicitly dictated by the game and users are left
to their own imaginations to decide what they will do and how they will do it (Squire, 2008).
These 3-D ecosystems are characterized as essential elements within social studies since they
stress the importance of self-expression as well as the acquisition of 21st-century technological

19

skills (Maloy et al., 2017). Prensky (2001a) expounds on the taxonomy of these interactive
learning strategies (see Appendix F/Fig. 19), indicating how vital “content” such as behavior,
reasoning, and communication can be mastered through role-playing, puzzle, simulation, and
adventure titles.
“Be wise. Be safe. Be aware.”
Rationale
Numerous video games marketed entirely for entertainment purposes, also known as
commercial, off-the-shelf (COTS) software, can be an immensely effective tool for teaching
students complicated information and skills (Gee, 2005). COTS titles can also act as a virtual
venue for students to test hypotheses and explore classroom content. Maguth et al. (2015) declare
that video games require students to engage in problem solving, ask insightful questions, adapt to
new environments, and reflect on how their decisions affected their goals. In his seminal
dissertation using the turn-based strategy title Civilization 3 to teach high school world history,
Squire (2004) discerned that after engaging in discussion tailored around the learning goals of
gameplay, student responses can promote greater understanding of social studies concepts.
Because of their association with international relations, diplomatic structures, and
discipline-specific terminology, “grand strategy” series such as Age of Empires and Total War
have been touted for their rudimentary educational elements for well over a decade (Loban,
2017). More recent real-time strategy titles like Clash of Clans and Forge of Empires require
fast-paced tactics to acquire the resources, buildings, and terrain necessary to achieve dominance
over the “other” (Euteneuer, 2018). McCall (2016) professes that if teachers recognize that these
historical simulations function as an interpretation of the past and are treated critically in the
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same manner as a primary or secondary source, there is great promise for their continued
application for instructional methods. My rationale, therefore, is that by incorporating virtual,
interactive media in the classroom, otherwise known as the game-based instruction, teachers can
create an interdisciplinary nexus between social studies content and the socialization of
adolescents. Game-based learning’s goal is to motivate people to change their behavior, develop
skills, or drive innovation, thus allowing the organizational institution to achieve its objectives
(Burke, 2014).
Nonetheless, I do not anticipate every student to welcome gaming in social studies, nor
am I foolish enough to believe this instructional format will not require immense preparation
time and devotion to gameplay mastery. Boboc et al. (2018) recently deduced that although
education systems can be improved by adopting modern methods of content exploration through
electronic, game-based platforms, the biggest challenge involves the alignment of such
techniques into monolithic bureaucracies and the allocation of enough time for teachers to
become skilled with the digital material. Pupils should be encouraged through active, reflective
participation, ensuring their observations are logged, analyzed, and discussed to stage teachable
moments that explicitly connect the game to course instruction and seamlessly integrate into the
entirety of the learning experience (McCall, 2016).
Barbara Chamberlain, project director of New Mexico State University’s Learning
Games Lab, believes video games can bridge the educational divide since “they offer immediate
feedback, you can see your progress, you can try something and be frustrated but later learn
more…that’s why gameplay is so engaging” (Slavin et al., 2001, p. 24). The integral notion of
feedback that Chamberlain alludes to provides the principal focus for Yi’s (2017) study summed
up in four tenets: limit the amount of feedback cues to ensure the learner’s think time, the level
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of feedback detail shrinks as students’ skills increase, negative feedback can persuade students to
improve their short-term decisions, and audio feedback proves more effective than text-based
feedback. Since feedback has a direct influence on a player’s proficiency mastering an
instructional concept, Rogers (2017) also stresses the importance of perfecting this elusive
concept, advocating for a subtler design engrained within the game mechanics and synced up
with the cognitive load.
“We all make choices, but in the end our choices make us.”
Theoretical Framework
Given that classroom activities occurring separate from the game (conversations,
research, knowledge sharing) are as critical as the game itself, I elicit a theoretical model that
accounts for both student-game exchanges and student-student exchanges. Cultural-historical
activity theory (CHAT) permits researchers to investigate not only the role of the game in the
simulated learning experience but also how social structures mediate the classroom activity. As
video games have shed much of their former reputation as the source of “what’s wrong with
adolescent culture” in recent years (Fisher, 2010), they now appear primed to take center stage as
a potentially beneficial resource for education. Why not acknowledge this technological boon of
social studies materials and “wake the sleeping giant” (Martorella, 1997, p. 514)?
Since 21st century-software facilitates the ability to view, manipulate, and operate within
the world in innovative ways, we also gain the potential to affiliate ourselves with new social
groups – even though we may never meet all these people, or any of them, face-to-face. These
semiotic domains are configured through distinctive communal practices, many of which provide
fertile resources that prepare us for future learning, problem solving, and meaningful
achievement through maximum effort (Gee, 2003). Aligned with sociocultural theory, CHAT
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proposes that through a collective transition away from the psychology of the individual in
isolation, we can hone in on the richness of how a person constructs themselves culturally,
historically, and institutionally. The following quote encapsulates the ethos of James Wertsch’s
1991 philosophical treatise Voices of the Mind, whose argument was built on the backs of the
Soviet semioticians Vygotsky and Bakhtin:
“The ideal unit of analysis preserves in a microcosm as many dimensions of the general
phenomenon under consideration as possible, thereby allowing one to move from one
dimension to another without losing sight of how they fit together into a more complex
whole. There must always be a principled way to relate technical detail to other aspects of
a general picture” (p. 122).
While Wertsch applies this broader social outlook solely to mental analysis, linguists
such as Gee (1996) have been inspired to reinterpret literacy itself, asserting that the ability to
decipher or produce printed language serves only in a perfunctory capacity. Instead of simply
“assuaging the feelings of people committed to reading and writing as decontextualized and
isolable skills,” Gee makes the case for a more liberating type of fluency with the capability to
expand far beyond the classroom setting (p. 153). The unconscious exposure to lessons
organized around “saying-doing-believing-valuing” in a meaningful environment allows for a
more critical, morally just discourse.
Video games, therefore, act as critical counterparts to this ideology since they inform the
user of how they can improve their gameplay and why, putting the player in charge of his/her
level of processing (Prensky, 2001a). Interactive software effortlessly aligns with these selfregulatory mechanisms to serve as the link between learning and motivation. Since simulations
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rely on an anticipatory proactive system rather than reactive negative feedback, they provide an
untapped entry point into the social cognitive theories referred to above (Bandura, 1991).
“It is dangerous to go alone, take this!”
Definition of Terms
To ensure the accuracy of my research and findings, the following terms’ definitions have
been enhanced by corresponding visuals, which are organized according to the respective
image’s mention within the text. All copyrighted images are either considered fair use or have
been granted explicit permission by the owner (see Appendices G, H, and I) to include in this
manuscript.

Figure 6. ARLOOPA, an augmented reality application available for iOS and Android devices,
displays digital images superimposed into one’s line of vision.

Figure 7. (From left to right) HTC Vive, Oculus Rift, Sony PlayStation VR – the three most
commercially successful virtual reality headsets, primed to provide an entirely new perspective
on first-person, simulated environments (Robertson, 2019).
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Figure 8. Social constructivism theorizes that learners assemble their own reality, meaning an
individual’s knowledge is built on his/her experiences, mental structures, and the beliefs that
shaped his/her interpretation of the events (Adams, 2006).

Figure 9. Red Dead Redemption 2, an open world simulation of the American Old West,
permits the player’s avatar to freely traverse the geographically accurate terrain while completing
historically appropriate missions.
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Figure 10. Civilization VI, classified as a counterfactual, permits players to explore an
interactive, virtual journey through the annals of history, altering how empires expanded and
collapsed.

Figure 11. Mission US, a documentary adventure/role-playing game, was designed with an
educational focus in mind, allowing students to make the decisions of a historical figure.
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Figure 12. A screenshot from one of the educational games featured on the iCivics website,
developed in part by former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, in which players
navigate various paths to American citizenship.

Figure 13. Sony Playstation 4, Microsoft Xbox One, Nintendo Switch – the three video game
consoles with the largest market share (Lee, 2019).
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Figure 14. Poll Everywhere, a digital instument ideal for collecting live, open-ended assessment
data through the use of text messaging.

Figure 15. Rise of Nations, an example of a title embedded with educational content but marketed for
entertainment purposes (referred to as a commercial, off-the-shelf or COTS video game), enables
players to control the great empires of the world as they evolve throughout history.
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Figure 16. Slack, messaging software deployed as a data collection tool, will serve as a
backchannel for digital discussion during the collaborative, student-led activities.

Figure 17. Nearpod, an interactive, digital presentation platform designed for educators, offers
endless opportunities for discussion and extension beyond the four walls of the classroom.
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Figure 18. A phenomenological case study seeks to comprehend complex, societal trends
illuminated by and through the human consciousness (Stake, 1995).

Figure 19. Set against the backdrop of the Second Industrial Revolution, Assassin’s Creed
Syndicate lends itself well to digital game-based learning (DGBL) strategies while the player’s
avatar engages in an interactive, three-dimensional tour of the birth of the modern era.
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“Don’t wish it were easier, wish you were better.”
Harnessing the Technology of Tomorrow, Today
As students continue to encounter social studies themes courtesy of digital entertainment,
teachers must take the necessary steps to promote, motivate, and support gameplay and learning
in the classroom (Abdul Jabbar & Felicia, 2015). Educators must be conscious of their pupils’
explicit needs and abilities, ensuring that a collaborative simulation such as Assassin’s Creed
Syndicate contains the necessary interactive materials and support structures (Wright-Maley,
2015). To stick with this example, fans of the open world console game have created wikis –
websites that permit collaborative content editing – containing image galleries, articles, forums,
and a chat server in which players can interact with one another. As Clark et al. (2013) advise,
gaming activities must correlate with students’ gender, game type preferences, and preferred
gameplay mode; the virtual learning tasks should provide a sense of enjoyment and motivation
that rewards all parties. Moving forward, researchers and practitioners should develop COTS
video game-based lesson plans in conjunction with adolescents to promote elements more
suitable to enriching engagement and authentic learning opportunities (Abdul Jabbar & Felicia,
2015).
The digital environments of today and those anticipated for heightened development in
the not so distant future (e.g. augmented reality enabled by the ARLOOPA mobile application
[Fig. 1] and virtual reality headsets such as HTC Vive, Oculus Rift, or PlayStation VR [Fig. 2])
are unique forms of play that educators would be wise to embrace wholeheartedly. Equipped
with the opportunity to reimagine the past through a first-person perspective, how does one begin
to marry such dazzling computing power with academic standards? With proper levels of
scaffolding, social studies content can become more engrossing when the keen observation skills
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honed through augmented reality are combined with the precision of geolocation to provide
destination-triggered contextual information to students (Fotaris et al., 2017; Sweeney et al.,
2018).
This objective of seamless interconnectivity holds true for virtual reality as well, as
Chirino-Klevans (2017) praises the prospect of incorporating the next-generation technology into
the curriculum with a task developed by a content expert to achieve student empathy at a
cognitive, emotional, and compassionate level. These digital tools can enhance awareness of
controversial narratives, coloring grey areas in a significantly more personal way than passively
reading about a complex scenario. However, Roussos & Dovidio (2016) warn that the design of
an experience may prove to be more meaningful than the medium, as was the case with their
investigation into the serious game Spent. While the inherent objective was to build an empathy
machine for individuals trapped in the vicious cycle of poverty, the student-led lesson failed to
meet its educational goals, as many participants exited the simulation feeling as though living
paycheck to paycheck was the result of poor choices that are within one’s control. When
undertaking any instructional endeavor, whether a conventional lecture or cutting-edge game,
there are always pros and cons, unintended consequences, and unforeseen possibilities present
within the lesson design (Shrier, 2018).
“Finish him!”
Reflective Summary
Video games are becoming socially interactive in a way previously unimagined.
“Increasingly, players are gaming online, with friends, family, and complete strangers, crossing
vast geographical distances and blurring not only cultural boundaries but also age and generation
gaps, socioeconomic differences, and language barriers” (Granic et al., 2013, p. 76). As
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classroom instructors, we should adapt to our students’ extracurricular interests by visibly
inserting them into the curriculum. Since technological usage comprises the bulk of youth leisure
culture, it would only be logical for social studies teachers to utilize digital storytelling
methodologies to create greater appreciation for the discipline (Fork, 2017).
Educational advantages abound through the exploitation of virtual environments with a
collaborative user interface, potentially enhancing pupil retention and overall enjoyment of statemandated content (Şahbaz & Özköse, 2018). Once we discover the proper balance of teacher and
technology, we can encourage students to experiment with digital, interactive content creation
tools and share their experiences with an authentic audience (Zielezinski, 2017). The extensive
amount of time adolescents invest in video games can translate to 21st-century learning
experiences laden with pedagogical benefits that have yet to be conceptualized.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
“Time flows like a river and history repeats…”
Fusing Past with Future
Prior to the 21st century, discussion around digital gaming was frequently sensationalized
by media outlets as behavior associated with addiction, sexism, violence, isolation, obsession,
and mindlessness (Squire, 2004). As a result, the educational research community has primarily
elected to disassociate itself with the controversial practice (Fisher, 2010), ignoring the
conspicuous connection between the long tradition of paper-based games and simulations
utilized in social studies classrooms. Unfortunately, most instances of these pedagogical
practices proved atheoretical; rarely, if ever, were they aligned with contemporary notions of
how students learn or the broader objectives of social studies education (Squire, 2004). Clegg’s
(1991) retrospective on paper-based games and simulations maintained that the tools were
primarily part of the classroom reward structure and never fully integrated with instructional
purposes. Digital games, therefore, while brimming with technological affordances, have yet to
be earnestly studied in classroom contexts.
Along with a focus on inquiry-based instruction, simulations were an outgrowth of the
“new social studies,” which was a product of the Woods Hole, MA conference of 1960.
Affiliated with the National Science Foundation, this think tank generated over fifty citizenship
education projects that found their way into classrooms across the country (Byford & Russell,
2007). Much of this curriculum was game-based, which Hays (2005) describes as an artificially
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constructed competitive activity with a set of rules, specific goals/objectives, and constraints
within a particular context. Simulations are frequently used in school settings as a learning model
to frame discussion around authentic tasks and new literacies (Cambourne, 1988). While the
emphasis on utilizing mockups of reality for academic gains has led to a bevy of game-based
learning research, I contend that most educators have neglected the expansive social contexts of
gameplay, choosing to myopically examine individual student’s interactions with games.
“Science isn’t about why! It’s about why not!”
The Absence of Rich Qualitative Data
Consequently, much of the rich qualitative data evoked through the reflection, discussion,
collaboration, and competition that accompanies gameplay has gone undocumented.
Overwhelmingly, a half-century of game-based studies are dependent upon a priori assumptions
about cognitive outcomes (Squire, 2004), treating games as content transmission systems as
opposed to “specialized tool-mediated forms of intelligent human action” (de Castell & Jenson,
2003, p. 2). While referenced by many within the educational community, Turner, Cole, &
McConkey (2014) maintain that for an activity to be truly classified as a simulation, it must
adhere to the following qualities: the game must involve role-playing, be situated in a real-world
context, require decision-making with real or implied consequences, and produce discussion
around student-centered activities.
In recent years, teachers have commandeered video games as effective instruments for
accomplishing the same objectives as paper-based simulations of previous generations. While the
process of covering content through the examination of digital worlds may sound effortless,
Driscoll (2005) affirms that effective instruction is contingent upon four characteristics: teachers
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must manufacture engagement through student exploration and reflection, the three-dimensional
environment must provide students an opportunity to role-play, teachers must shape proactive,
collaborative discussion that employs multiple perspectives, and the simulation must be set in a
realistic, authentic context.
“A Slime draws near! Command?”
The Instructional Paradigm Shift of Constructivist Social Studies
Since game-based learning is rooted in a social constructivist theoretical framework (Fig.
3), the knowledge a student retains is determined by his/her own experiences, mental structures,
and beliefs (Gardner, 1991). Bednar et al. (1996) describe this instructional approach as
inferential and interpretive, whereby objectives are intricately tied to the intentions and
motivations of the pupils. The more actively students participate in and take responsibility for the
learning process, the greater their learning results (Davis & Murrell, 1993). The origins of
constructivism within the discipline that ultimately became known as social studies can be traced
to the educators of the Roman Empire, who closely modeled their methods after the Greeks
before them. When writing in the year 90 C.E. on the value of simulations in classroom settings,
Marcus Fabius Quintilianus – typically referred to as Quintilian – believed there are some
amusements that are serviceable to sharpening the wits of students, such as having them contend
with one another by posing questions in turn.
While numerous educators before and after the Romans fashioned what would become
the tenets of constructivism (e.g. Kant, Piaget, Vygotsky), I would like to concentrate on the
philosophy’s evolution within the United States in the early part of the 20th century. Maria
Montessori (1912) expounded on Quintilian’s defense of teacher-led games in schools by
describing them as a free activity ordered by a definite end, not disorderly noise which distracts
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the attention. John Dewey’s (1916) “learning by doing” theory quickly followed, stressing the
importance of inquiry-based education, sometimes referred to as reflective thinking. In this
approach, problem-solving and informal reasoning skills are taught by using the scientific
method to meet the changing needs of society; since the classroom is life itself, as understood by
Dewey, instruction should be anchored within the broader social context.
“A hero need not speak. When he is gone, the world will speak for him.”
Man: A Course of Study
Advancing fifty years toward the present, Jerome Bruner (1966) breathes new life into
constructivist social studies by creating MACOS, an abbreviation for “Man: A Course of Study.”
The curriculum was primarily shaped around analyzing the features of baboon communities and
the Nestlik Eskimos. From Bruner’s perspective, learning should be an active struggle between
the content and the student, otherwise it is not worth the effort; it is critical that the pupil masters
him/herself, disciplines his/her tastes, and deepens his/her worldview. In doing so, the student
will develop respect for and confidence in the human mind, think deeply about the human
condition, create learning models that help him/her interpret the social world, and respect man as
a species as well as the unfinished business of evolution.
Even though MACOS might not be present in many (if any) schools today, its ethos lives
on in the work of the disciples of Montessori’s and Dewey’s approaches to education. For
example, Will Wright, the creator of SimCity, a popular city planning digital simulation,
regularly sings the praises of his constructivist schooling: “The Montessori method taught me the
joy of discovery, instead of a teacher telling me what to do or think; SimCity grew out of
Montessori because when you give people the tools to build cities, they will abstract from it the
concepts of urban design” (Seabrook, 2006). Avedon and Sutton-Smith (1971) liken this
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phenomenon to lion cubs frolicking with one other to acquire critical survival skills as they
mature, not to indulge in meaningless leisure. Play is intertwined with learning but existed long
before the human notion of education: “it is not games but schools that are the newfangled
notion, the untested fad, the violator of tradition” (p. 43). Why not gather the salient kernels of
knowledge from the MACOS experiment and “foster a community of learners” through the
practical applications and multiple perspectives present within a constructivist social studies
mode of conduct (Mintrop, 2004)?
“A winner is you!”
Core Constructivist Principles
While there is generally agreement that constructivism requires learners to build
knowledge based off their experiences, how might social studies instructors guide students to
achieve this goal? Van Hover and Hicks (2017) describe the core constructivist principles of the
discipline as the need to infuse authentic tasks within the curriculum, extending prior knowledge,
providing opportunities to deepen conceptual understanding, using scaffolding to support
learning, engaging students through social interaction, and requiring ample reflection to build
metacognition. Some inexperienced teachers may feel overwhelmed by this ideology, but Duffy
and Cunningham (2003) assure skeptics there are a wide variety of instructional tools available
to those who wish to implement constructivism into their classrooms. They cite the accessibility
of model lessons, visuals of patterns of activity, discussion guides with “mystery” questions to
ponder, contrasts to invoke, and supplemental resources as reasons why there should be wider
adoption of these strategies.
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Although sufficient supporting tools may be readily available to teachers, DiCamillo &
Gradwell (2013) warn that simulations should still be selected carefully, along with providing
clarification of how the activity complements other lessons. Furthermore, they advise instructors
to be aware of students’ interests and ability levels, insert appropriate curricular support through
scaffolding, seek out assistance from like-minded individuals, and always authentically assess
learning. While glimpses of constructivism may possess the ability to resurrect curricular
enthusiasm, issues of inconsistency have historically arisen within large, urban school districts
and the lessons are quickly discarded as quickly as they appeared (Grant, 1997). Hanley et al.
(1970) substantiated that if social studies teachers integrate the following constructivist methods,
they will protect the integrity of the subject while students enhance their conﬁdence in and
overall enjoyment of the content: literature searches, observation, inquiry, summarizing,
interviewing, defense of opinions, and experimentation. With such a clear blueprint for success
laid out by educational theorists, it is puzzling that constructivism has met such widespread
resistance in more recent decades.
“I am Error.”
Critiques of Constructivism
Its proponents have endured a volley of criticisms from academics such as Dow (1975),
who feel inquiry-based instruction fails to cover the basic social studies content and neglects
“traditional” skills. He goes on to explain that while there may be value in exploring diverse
perspectives to understand the basic tenets of culture, stakeholders will be uncomfortable with
the lack of well-defined teaching standards, which ultimately places constraints on
constructivism and limits its educational impact. Adams (2006) concludes that since the theory
decries realistic classroom interpretations, it requires a reappraisal of the teacher-learner
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relationship. Social constructivists cannot expect students to locate knowledge simply as a
context-devoid discovery but instead must stress that each classroom experience is a
contextually-driven creation.
Before entering the brave new world afforded by virtual simulations, teachers must
abandon their customary role of knowledge provider and instead use constructivist inquiry
techniques to facilitate situated learning (Atkinson, 2009). Students must fully comprehend the
concepts of citizenship, rights, and responsibilities within the context of the simulation to affix
the knowledge to their civic core. Instructors must construct opportunities to hone these life
skills within real-world settings; in doing so, students will be able to interrelate these pivotal
concepts, track their progress, as well as differentiate between factual examples and
generalizations (Jadallah, 2000; Kator & de Klerk, 2017).
With the seemingly constant advent of innovations designed to ease knowledge
acquisition, educators must recognize the significant impact of technology on constructivist
social studies. To encapsulate Rice and Wilson’s (1999) position, technology should be viewed
as a tool used personally to empower the learner to become more independent. It is not simply a
merging of old with new; it creates an entirely original medium with unique characteristics,
advantages, and problems. But this begs the question of what threats are posed to students as
well as civil society by our wholesale embrace of technology?
“Hello! You found my shop of strange and wonderful things!”
TPACK and the Impact of Technology on Constructivism
To address this inherent cause for concern, educators must embrace Koehler and
Mishra’s (2009) TPACK framework (see Appendix J, Fig. 20), which is understood as the
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intersection of meaningful content absorption, powerful pedagogical strategies, and seamless
integration of technology – built off Shulman’s (1986) pedagogical content knowledge theory.
While TPACK presents an ideological benchmark for instructional efficacy, Harris and Hofer
(2011) assert that most teachers are simply unaware of all the beneficial programs available to
them, as well as the techniques, skills, and tools made available through instructional technology.
To match their deployment with students’ standards-based learning, “the approach and the
taxonomies themselves must be systematically and repeatedly tested, vetted, and revised” (p.
227).
Technology should continue to function as an instrument for inquiry, accessing authentic
materials, and creating local and global social interactions. By subscribing to this belief system,
teachers are unknowingly applying the theories, philosophies, and pedagogies of constructivism
to develop critically-minded global citizens (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003). For example, when
students create wikis, user- generated online information focused on a particular topic, they are
authentically interacting with social studies concepts and generating new content to display on
the Internet; this is one of the fundamental underpinnings of the National Council for the Social
Studies’ goal of creating active, informed citizens who contribute to the public good (Heafner &
Friedman, 2008). Levin & Tsybulsky (2017) drew upon these objectives and succinctly
summarized their proposal for a constructivist learning approach for the digital age in the
following bullet points:
•

Virtualization of our conception of reality

•

Self-perception transformed into an active, dynamic entity

•

Democratization of mutual interactions replacing the traditional social hierarchy via
information saturation
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•

Integration of the environment as an intrinsic part of reality, blurring the distinctions
between human, machine, and nature
Nearly a decade before TPACK’s publication, Crocco (2001) reached a similar

conclusion; to influence real change in the dissemination of social studies content, educators
must fully promote and adopt technological innovation by way of constructivist methodology.
Roblyer and Doering (2012) espouse similar sentiments, advocating for teachers to incorporate
more hands-on, visual activities to aid students in their critical interpretation of real-world
problems and issues. Students should be encouraged to make deep connections between the
virtual worlds and the academic content, which will foster a richer understanding of the material
in a novel and more authentic manner. Traditional social studies activities, such as analyzing
data from multiple perspectives, can be presented as quests within a larger game, which
could require days or weeks to unravel.
“The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.”
21st Century Citizenship
In reviewing the educational significance of digital gameplay, Suzanne de Castell and
Jennifer Jenson (2003) maintain that such collaborative activities are invaluable to “what is
arguably any culture’s most serious preoccupation – the upbringing of a new generation,
equipping them to understand to the best of their ability with the dispositions, skills, knowledge,
and understanding that we can at any given time envisage as indispensable to support human
flourishing” (p. 3). This abstract concept, commonly referred to as “citizenship” in the United
States, entrusts classrooms to effectively transmit national mores to adolescents. More
specifically, this vital task falls upon the shoulders of social studies educators, who more often
than not defer to written text and textbooks as the governing medium of expression and
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instruction. The deeper we travel into the 21st century, the more increasingly unstable this textual
supremacy becomes, as it does not reflect how we express ourselves beyond the four walls of the
classroom (Fisher, 2010).
Despite the increasing availability of technological aids in schools over the last decade,
text-based instructional methods such as the reading of extensive passages followed by lowerorder comprehension questions continue to serve as the leading strategy, frequently featured
inside history classrooms (Loewen, 1995; de Castell & Jenson, 2004). In stark contrast, Prensky
(2001b) argues that contemporary adolescents crave information tailored to self-interests in a
fast-paced, randomly-accessed, multi-modal, stunningly graphical, fully connected and
interactive fashion. Students’ constant exposure to and interactions with digital technologies (i.e.
the Internet, cell phones, tablets, social media, GPS, digital cameras and games) have debatably
resulted in changes to their cognitive structures (Fisher, 2010). I contend that this dramatic
alteration has created the current void within the field of formal education, as many instructors
press forward with textbook-driven methods, forcing students to “power down” in classrooms.
“Every action has the potential to fill or empty one’s heart.”
New Economies for Learning
In their article, “Paying Attention to Attention: New Economies for Learning,” de
Castell and Jenson (2004) discuss the influence of the modern attentional economy that derives
from the virtual infrastructures of the commercialized global economy. As this attentional
economy expands, competing media outlets such as television, movies, advertising, video games,
and the Internet vie for the focus of humankind; this fragmentation of attention defies traditional
cultural conceptions of formal education. Prior to digital nativity, the teacher was understood as
the principal supplier of information and the authoritative figure responsible for shaping
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students’ worldview. Presently, educators are in direct conflict with a multitude of readily
accessible data sources contributing to this new culture of “massive information surplus and
saturation” (p. 382). Consequently, many instructors strain to capture and retain their students’
attention, oftentimes losing it to a more appealing digital avenue.
The current state of K-12 education exhibits an essential need for examining how these
customizable and collaborative media successfully attract and hold student concentration. Squire
(2008), along with educational researchers and theorists before him (Prensky, 2001a; Gee, 2003,
2004; de Castell & Jenson, 2004), agree that digital games and their “emerging structures and
forms of attention” can initiate the elaborate process of rectifying the assessment-driven
quagmire constraining formal schooling (de Castell & Jenson, 2004, p. 384). Ch’ng et al. (2019)
reiterate this zeal, asserting that COTS titles possess the potential to act as an effective tool for
teaching computational thinking within and outside the classroom.
It is my belief that such virtual technologies can be harnessed for the purpose of
developing learning resources to accommodate, support, and motivate both new and experienced
users in achieving educational goals. Along the gaming journey within the social studies
classroom, pupils develop empathy for historical actors; enhance their ability to put events in
chronological order and show causal thinking; analyze primary documents for author’s purpose;
write explanations of differing viewpoints; build literacy skills and exposure to new vocabulary;
and engage in complex classroom discussion about past events, problems, and positions (Gee,
2003; Squire, 2008; Barab et al., 2009; Abdul Jabbar & Felicia, 2015; Maguth et al., 2015). In
the following pages, I will elaborate on these vital pedagogical goals, demonstrating how video
game-based content can enliven the social studies curriculum with a fresh perspective.
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“Steel wins battles. Gold wins wars.”
Historical Perspective of the Study
ln addition to the unfavorable reviews for classroom adoption, simulations are limited by
a host of administrative, cultural, and instructional obstacles. First and foremost, the social
studies are victimized by the built-in tension between students acquiring content knowledge and
developing reasoning skills (Zevin, 2007). Squire (2005) furthers this point, making the claim
that infusing technology into schools will not rectify this longstanding battle between
philosophies; we must alter the culture of schools to focus on learning instead of social control,
with a class schedule determined by teachers, students, and parents based on desired curriculum
goals and not Carnegie Unit criteria.
He suggests teachers design open-ended, pointed questions regarding topics of “personal
relevance with intellectual merit” and utilize video games like Civilization as a classroom aid for
understanding rather than a means for evaluation (p. 46). Since very few simulation studies tie
DGBL activities to learning, Killi (2005) proposes that we need to formulate more models to
connect the canyon between pedagogy and virtual simulations. While teachers crave direction in
terms of game selection to explore abstract concepts in a more authentic context, the
overwhelming complexity and diversity of classrooms affects the capacity for accurate
assessment (Stansbury, 2017; Caldwell et al., 2017).
While Naul and Lio (2020) provide evidence of the relationships between game
narratives and immersive learning games, most of the current DGBL offerings fail to stimulate
much higher-order thinking within students. This may be a product of the industry’s past, as
Atkinson (2009) asserts that early serious game developers relied on complex programming to
impart content knowledge, which often resulted in uninspiring and repetitive titles. Squire (2005)
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further elucidates the debilitating gap between educational professionals and the gaming
community. In his study of three companies that create DGBL products, he determined that
instructional designers were substituted for game designers, which speaks to the undervalued
nature of teachers in society.
In Cruickshank and Telfer’s (2001) study of the classroom application of digital
simulations, experienced instructors reported video games’ high cost and lack of availability as
the main reasons they have not achieved wider classroom adoption. Ross (1988) and Diem
(2000) report that the technological offerings and enthusiasm within the realm of the social
studies proves to be severely lacking compared to math and science programs, partly due to the
well-documented concern of computer coordinators improperly educating future and current
instructors. Positive attitude towards technology is useful for accelerating change. Last, Warren
et al. (2009) affirm the modern reality that administration will unlikely be supportive of DGBL
unless it can be tied to student achievement through learning gains.
“A man chooses; a slave obeys.”
Student Motivation for Game-Based Instruction
Although a great deal of societal resistance to simulations exists, the classroom activity’s
most unwavering supporter has and probably will always be students. Shortly after their
introduction, Robinson et al. (1966) experimented with multiple indicators of motivation – unlike
other studies of the era that relied solely on anecdotal reporting – and discovered that simulations
were overwhelmingly preferred by pupils over traditional instructional formats. In a more recent
experiment, Barab et al. (2009) concluded that when competing in simulations, students are more
likely to invest greater classroom time and become more internally motivated to learn the
relevant content.
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Van Eck (2006) reiterated this claim, citing that after compiling meta-analyses, he
ascertained that simulations promote learning gains and enhance student motivation across the
discipline and age groups. While investigating diverse student experiences, Miranda et al. (2014)
determined that individuals are less frustrated when they make mistakes and are more likely to
take risks during simulations as compared to traditional social studies instructional methods. In a
recent study of 32 assorted geography classrooms, Hébert et al. (2018) ascertained that the
infusion of between one to twelve hours of digital gameplay resulted in increased student
comprehension, supplemented by content-related worksheets, study guides, and guided notes.
“If history only remembers one in a thousand of us, then the future will be filled with stories of
who we were and what we did.”
The Instructor’s Impact on a Simulation’s Success
While student motivation for classroom simulations emphatically endures, the impact of
the instructor on the success of the activity plays the largest role. Parchman et al. (2000) deduced
that the effectiveness of any DGBL is purely adherent upon the ability of the teacher to weave
the simulation into the curriculum seamlessly. While utilizing the game Europa Universalis to
impart Danish history to high school students, Egenfeldt-Nielsen (2005) assessed that pupils are
unable to connect gaming and learning on their own; therefore, the instructor must be explicit in
the way he/she marries gameplay to specific learning objectives.
A more recent study developed by Vasalou et al. (2017) stressed the significance of
“human intervention” to overcome the inevitable blocks or breakdowns a class will encounter
when experiencing DGBL, especially when accommodating students serviced by the Individuals
with Disabilities Act or Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. O’Neil et al. (2005) along
with Hoy (2018) rehash this point, explaining that teachers should support the simulation with a
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debriefing session after the gaming has culminated, as well as connect the activity to other
lessons and broader social studies objectives. When employing Making History to teach high
school world history, Watson (2010) reasoned that no matter how much preparation is put forth,
technical issues will always abound when using video games in the classroom; however, teachers
can create a student-centered environment by actively circling the classroom, posing supportive
questions, and pausing gameplay to highlight teachable moments.
“Nothing is true, everything is permitted.”
Inquiry Through Immersion
After half a century of instruction and investigation within the trenches of America’s
public secondary schools, Larry Cuban (2016) reached the same conclusion he had over two
decades earlier: social studies students take notes while teachers lecture using slideshows.
Infusing games into education offers instructors the benefit of connecting to students through
absorptive digital environments capable of resuscitating social studies subjects often mired in
rote memorization (Loewen, 1995). Love (2017) publicizes the exhaustive detail involved in
developing problematized storylines and settings to make video games an ideal media artifact
(secondary source) to be used in conjunction with primary sources, a key component of the
Inquiry Arc of the C3 Framework (2013a).
Game developers often spend years investigating their topic, sending artists around the
globe to portray destinations accurately (historical and contemporary), committed to ensuring
places appear as lifelike as possible. Artists work painstakingly to apply technical processes such
as poly-count optimization, image compression, batching, and collision systems to create
spatially precise three-dimensional environments (Watson, 2010). Through the application of
gaming in the classroom, instructors can implement ideals and feelings that arise naturally when
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exploring these digital landscapes, such as a sense of agency that inspires players to take control
of their character’s destiny (Maguth et al., 2015).
Students are then motivated to master course content, as it becomes necessary to make
informed, higher-order decisions within the game. They may even liken themselves to heroes
with the power to transform virtual worlds, which Pearce (2009) describes as “a persistent online
representation which contains the possibility of synchronous communication between users and
between user and world within a framework of space designed as a navigable universe” (p. 17).
During this period of exploration, gamers will discover the consequences of their actions and
will more deeply recognize that failure means an occasion to start over and improve their
performance (Gee, 2013).
In his 2003 book, What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy,
James Paul Gee emphasizes that the academic language of textbooks proves to be the biggest
barrier to school success. “Research suggests that people really know what words mean only
when they can hook them to the sorts of actions, images, or dialogues to which they apply” (Gee,
2003, p. 21). As educators, we should strive to construct this confidence within our students in
hopes of advancing a greater engagement in and content mastery of their social studies
coursework.
“What do you say! Try buying from me.”
Transmedia Triumphs
Although video game franchises such as Assassin’s Creed take on identities beyond an
unassuming 3-D leisure activity, a growing number of consumers are exhibiting “migratory
behavior” to seek out consistent, creative storylines across media platforms. The total immersion
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into fictional worlds articulated through video games and their respective television programs,
movies, books, etc. is what Veugen (2016) has christened “transmedia”, a term she feels speaks
to the excitement infused within and because of these virtual environments. This concept of
“convergence culture” speaks to the new roles of fans and fiction, as the merging of the media
worlds would not be possible without the individual social interactions creating a “living,
breathing part of the medium” (Schneider, 2017, p. 45). It is imperative to note, however, that
this organic sorting mechanism between enthusiasts depends not solely on the act of gaming but
rather the communal rituals bonding them (Eklund & Roman, 2017).
Dedicated fans united on a global front are quietly radicalizing systems of cultural
consumption through the mass sharing of media between different social platforms, redefining
how trends achieve popularity. This dynamism is precisely what the NCSS envisioned in their
Technology Position Statement (2013b) when they commissioned social studies instructors to
better translate informal, socially oriented encounters (i.e. video games) into a more academic,
civically oriented curriculum. Approaching gaming through the lens of pedagogy permits
students and teachers the proper time to evaluate the distinct critical and educational advantages
that video games offer. Cultural influences and paradigms play a sizeable role when
understanding the internal logic of games and how they parallel the external conditions
surrounding their creation (Kelly, 2017).
“You have died of dysentery.”
416 2/3 Days of Gaming
Enthusiasm for designing more pragmatic pedagogy has been partially ushered in by
President Barack Obama’s ConnectED initiative, a push to provide enhanced Internet
connectivity to the nation’s public schools. As the digital infrastructure undergoes renovation,
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the U.S. Department of Education held the first Games for Learning Summit in 2015 to shatter
the barriers existing between the interests of game developers and needs of educational games.
Erik Martin, lead visionary of the event, asserts that “if you look at the life of a student…a lot of
students play on average about 10,000 hours of video games by the time they are graduating high
school. That is almost the same amount they are spending in schools” (Crecente, 2015).
While video games are historically identified as a male-dominated activity, recent data
(Entertainment Software Association, 2019) displays that girls aged eighteen or younger are
rapidly surpassing boys as the leading content consumers, respectfully comprising 33% and 15%
of the total market share. Educators must become cognizant of this growing trend when selecting
titles, ensuring that playable female characters and storylines that includes female perspectives
are present. Additionally, games are rife with project-based learning opportunities that
incorporate real-world problems, so why not capitalize on students’ media saturation to
challenge their 21st-century literacy skills in a more natural and engaging format (Lasley, 2017)?
Altered Beast
The Composition of Curriculum Theory
To refocus the energy of students on these critical standards, teachers must be willing to
experiment with alternative approaches and capitalize on preexisting pupil preferences. Far too
often, educators rely on a carefully prescribed and limited curriculum, dooming all stakeholders
to a series of interactions bereft of any purposeful pedagogical correlation. Large segments of
those engaged in lesson development fail to consider strategies separate from their “box” of
experiences, which only reinforces the static state of the assessment-driven philosophy of
contemporary schooling. Consequential collaborations only begin to occur after curricular
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purposes are clearly defined through the lens of well-established societal concerns. Teachers, as
they intermingle with their respective content, shape it according to the “special circumstances of
their classes, belief system, personality, available materials, classroom culture, and
organizational influences (Shapiro et al., 1995, p. 24). It is this very social process theory which
emphasizes the interconnected processes guiding the complex task of manufacturing meaningful
curriculum.
Tech Romancer
Engaging Teaching Strategies
Prior to “rolling out” a game, instructors must fully familiarize themselves with the
multimedia experience, considering the dominant themes of social studies instruction. Before,
during, and after playing each part of the game, students must process the virtual interaction
through discussion, writing, and disciplined productivity facilitated by the teacher (Drqsutė et al.,
2018). Educators must negotiate how much time will be dedicated to planning, in addition to
establishing how and when students will play different parts of the game (Itō, 2010). Will the
flipped classroom model be applied to presumably have students play the game for homework
and discuss the content in class? While studies have flaunted the improved critical thinking and
writing skills attached to this format, the drawbacks of students neglecting to interact with the
assigned material typically result in more class time allotted to review (Lowery Kinkade, 2018).
If the game will be played in class, will each student play his/her own game, work in small
groups, or experience the digital world as an entire class with the instructor or a single student
modeling the gameplay?
Due to the troubling economic reality colloquially referred to as the “digital divide,” an
issue first addressed by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration in
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1995, I will be communicating recommendations for the latter model. Once the hardware (e.g.
console, computer, smartphone, tablet, or smart TV) has been procured, the instructor must go
through the vetting process of selecting the most engaging, yet teachable software title possible.
Educators may desire to seek out a game released on multiple devices, also known as ‘crossplatform,’ to ensure access to the maximum number of students. According to Gee (2005), there
are three distinct genres of social studies video games: ‘simulations’ such as Red Dead
Redemption 2 (Fig. 4), which are semi-historical games that draw on fact-based content unbound
by specific times or places; ‘counterfactuals’ such as the Civilization series (Fig. 5), understood
as games that take place in a historical setting that allow the player to engage in extraordinary
actions that impact/change history; ‘documentary adventure’/role playing games such as chapters
of Mission U.S. (Fig. 6), which are true to real events and allow players to take the role of real
people from history.
Kirby’s Epic Yarn
Game Selection
To narrow the scope of the strenuous assignment of choosing a game, I will be
concentrating on a distinct type of simulation. Simulations, as Wright-Maley (2015) points out,
are an amalgamation of the blurred lines and overlapping fibers of our social identity. Within the
sphere of social studies simulations, I contend that the bleeding edges of content knowledge
should seep across in an entertaining format. Since many pupils already possess familiarity with
high-profile COTS titles outside of school, they will be much more receptive to the notion of
playing them for educational purposes than games purely intended to teach, such as those located
on the iCivics website (Fig. 7). After careful examination, COTS games can function as an
integral classroom tool to approach targeted curricular topics, as they enhance the ability for
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active student participation in concept practice when teachers serve as exploration assistants (Ye
et al., 2018).
It is in this vein that I propose open world, multi-platform games such as the Assassin’s
Creed, Red Dead, and Battlefield franchises for maximum classroom effectiveness. These virtual
simulations offer indefinite opportunities for creative gameplay and modification to a given
curriculum. “Platform” corresponds to the game’s availability on a console (e.g. Sony’s
PlayStation 4, Microsoft’s Xbox One, and Nintendo’s Switch [Fig. 8]) or on a computer). Due to
the performance specifications of these devices, these releases typically offer highly desirable
gaming experiences that garner abundant media coverage and enhanced consumer eagerness.
As global game industry sales have now eclipsed both box office and music profits
combined ($152.1 billion versus $60.8 billion in 2019), teachers must reformat their multimedia
toolkit to mirror this rising consumer demand (Stewart, 2019). While many parents purchase
video games visibly labeled by the ESRB as “teen” (suited for ages 13+) and/or “mature” (suited
for ages 17+), those same parents might take offense to a teacher selecting a simulation that
“may contain violence, suggestive themes, crude humor, blood and gore, simulated gambling,
and/or strong language” (ESRB, n.d.). This obstacle can be overcome in the same manner that
PG-13 and R-rated movies are sanctioned for broadcast in the classroom (Marcus et al., 2010;
DeHart, 2020; Peters, 2020).
“The cake is a lie.”
The Interdisciplinary Nexus of Game-Based Learning
Every school’s organizational impediments vary, but an open line of communication
between the teacher, parents, and administration with sufficient notice can diffuse many
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objections to pedagogical practices potentially deemed controversial. Video games are often
emblazoned with the stigma of producing violent tendencies, but Greitemeyer and Mügge’s
(2014) meta-analysis provided clear evidence that their inclusion within the classroom can be
prosocial, increasing student collaboration and decreasing aggression. Crawford (1984) endorsed
this position thirty years earlier, devising the term nose-thumping to describe players’ ability to
wreak havoc within the game environment knowing there are no real-life consequences.
However, this practice also serves as motivation to engage in morally acceptable behavior that
may be inaccessible within the realm of reality, such as taking the wheel as a Formula 1 driver or
managing the portfolio of a wealthy real estate tycoon (von Sydow, 2017).
The educator must emphasize to stakeholders that the COTS video game will be
employed as an academic instrument to explore a virtual setting. While the avatar can interact
with the 3-D environment in an unethical fashion, the teacher ensures the students enjoy a
scholarly experience by operating the console him/herself. To achieve this end, the instructor
must dedicate numerous hours to mastering the gameplay and memorizing the in-game map.
Once the class has more familiarity with the process of video game infusion, the lecturer may
consider sharing this duty with a trusted pupil(s).
“Sonic’s the name, speed’s my game.”
Live Assessment Tools
Next, the teacher must find parallels between the NCSS themes/C3 Framework (2013a)
alluded to earlier and the interactive landscape made possible by the video game. With the
connections to academic standards in place, it is time to develop higher-order thinking questions
that nurture students’ visual analysis skills. Before exposing the class to the virtual simulation,
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however, generate curiosity in the subject matter by encouraging student inquiry. Utilizing a data
collection mechanism like Poll Everywhere (Fig. 9), social studies teachers can decode the
elements of a particular historical era or political philosophy the class wishes to investigate
further – students are more apt to “buy-in” to a curricular topic they helped structure. While
“bring your own device” policies attempt to assuage the contentious relationship schools have
with portable electronics, they do not repair the startling inequity plaguing this nation. As a stopgap measure, many institutions provide classroom sets of laptops/tablets available upon teacher
request.
With the necessary instructional materials in place (i.e. console/computer, open world
cross-platform game, class set of electronic devices), teachers present their pupils with contentappropriate moving images found within the virtual environment. While touring the
surroundings, require the class to identify applicable economic, social, political, and geographic
components, as they would dissect a primary source document, through a think-pair-share
approach. The teacher drives the discussion by constructing essential questions aligned with the
digital backdrop; in doing so, he/she scaffolds the activity with background knowledge related to
the main purpose of the lesson/unit. It should be stressed that a virtual simulation is by no means
a substitute for traditional erudition. A classroom experience such as this cannot be successful
without previous student interaction with the content and a well-oiled management system in
place.
Time-tested social studies strategies such as ‘T-Charts’ can be repurposed to collect
details from the COTS video game on the left side and information about the historic period,
subject, and incident on the right side. Since this methodology could have been harnessed to
analyze any form of multimedia, more innovative instructional techniques may be needed to
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entice today’s adolescent learners, as evidenced by Squire et al.’s (2008) successful advancement
of at-risk student interest in the discipline through the use of COTS counterfactual titles Age of
Empires and Rise of Nations (Fig. 10). While these games provide thorough opportunities for
pupils to enhance their linear problem-solving ability, they do not appeal to the modern student’s
desire for customizable experiences and live interaction.
“The game doesn’t start until you say YES.”
The Social Nature of Gaming
As confirmed by the Entertainment Software Association (2019), contemporary gamers
are inherently social, with 62% of the community reporting that they converse with others while
playing titles in-person or through online multiplayer formats. Gaming enthusiasts describe this
shared ritual as an “important aspect of their lives, one that offers meaning, pleasure, and growth
potential” (Arbeau et al., 2020, p. 5). Social studies teachers seem like the logical practitioners to
employ this medium, since they tend to be supportive of permitting their students to regularly
communicate in a controlled classroom setting. After interviewing several dozen veteran
instructors in the field, Larson and Parker (1996) ascertained that these educators possess certain
perceptions about how these verbal interactions characteristically transpire, ranking them from
least to most impactful for students: recitation, guided transfer of knowledge, teacher-directed
conversation, open-ended conversations, challenging questions, and practicing mature discourse.
Larson and Parker also inquired about which influences shape social studies classroom
discussions and discovered the following factors contribute the most to the success of the
activity: student diversity, lesson objectives, interest level of students, maturity of students, and
classroom community. Hess (2004), on the other hand, cites signiﬁcant teacher planning as the
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most critical component dictating classroom discussions, penning the aphorism that “you should
teach with and for discussion.” She instructs teachers to study their planned conversations,
experiment with new ideas, and reflect on the experience. Afterwards, solicit feedback from
students/colleagues and structure future curriculum around discussion, always being certain to
focus on an interpretable text, issue, or idea.
“The right man in the wrong place can make all the difference in the world.”
Improving the “Uptake” of Controversial Discourse
While many novice educators shy away from verbal interaction because of their fear of
stoking classroom controversy, Emerson (1953) clarifies key differences between discussions
and arguments. The formats feature very dissimilar purposes, methods, characteristics, and
results: finding out facts as opposed to proving yourself right, asking questions compared to
making dogmatic statements, a cool and collected environment instead of a hot and bothered one,
and the production of new ideas and valid opinions versus strengthened prejudices and potential
bloody noses. Grouping also plays a vital role in the success of any discussion format; Roselle
(1954) defines four problematic dynamics instructors should avoid: the size and mixed interest
level in the content may slow down large groups, small groups are handicapped by too few
opinions to draw on, dominant groups (such as single gender-heavy ones) will force “outsiders”
to struggle to maintain their identity among the obstinate beliefs of their peers, and balanced
groups will reflect societal deadlocks due to their equal weight.
Because of its connection to concepts of citizenship, social studies has regularly served as
the most fitting classroom venue to discuss the virtues of democratic life. Students can acquire
political knowledge through the roles they portray while engaged in simulations, shoring up their
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interest level by having to adhere to certain rules, norms, and information outlined within the
game (Lo, 2015). How can these simulations be paired with other classroom activities to
encourage engagement and increase students’ affect towards politics? Flynn (2009) writes
adamantly about the necessity for social studies teachers to use discourse as an instrument to
deepen content understanding and model ideal verbal interactions; the art of discussion should be
taught, practiced, and refined to put students on an active and collaborative path towards
empathizing with one another.
Parker (2006) harmonizes with this belief, charging schools with the task of producing
citizens who not only possess disciplinary and social knowledge but also have the disposition to
engage openly with others, whether they agree with their position or not. He contends that since
schools reform the heterogeneous student population, the principle of participating in a dialogue
with your peers is critical to the success of the democratic project. Upon obtaining their high
school diploma, pupils should have experienced service-learning opportunities, comprehend the
innerworkings of government, debated consequential and current events, participated in
extracurricular activities, exercised governance and time-constrained decision-making, and
partaken in simulations of civil processes (Parker & Lo, 2016; Hoy, 2018). If we want students
to develop the ability to deliberate, contest, and consider political alternatives, why are we not
providing them with more prospects to practice these skills in social studies classrooms using
discussion protocols as a pedagogical tool (Chandler & Ehrlich, 2016)?
“It’s a sad thing that your adventures have ended here!!”
Discussion Drawbacks
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Although discussion fits quite naturally as a methodology to promote the ethos of the
National Council for the Social Studies, the activity does encounter some obstacles which limit
its classroom effectiveness. First, schools are inadequately equipped with the necessary resources
required for students to comprehend current, controversial issues enough to discuss them
properly (Turner, 1936). Additionally, pupils can and will draw upon popular cultural texts to
make sense of academic ones, which is discernably problematic since they often promote racial
and gender stereotypes, as well as include factual inaccuracies (Hall, 2011). Regrettably, social
studies texts are quickly dismissed or not even considered at all, while popular culture – usually
in the form of cartoons or video games – is seen as a valid and reliable source. Pupils will even
defer to their peers’ sourcing of popular cultural texts as evidence, regardless of whether they
have prior knowledge of the medium.
To combat this misinformation directly, Szymanski Sunal and Haas (2002) suggest
establishing associations between past experiences of varying degrees of validity and legitimate
curricular content, thus leading to a more complex, accurate, and profound social science
learning outcome. Teachers can also contribute negatively to contentious conversations, as they
may knowingly or unknowingly insinuate their personal value preferences while facilitating
classroom talk. Long and Long (1975) uphold that when students are permitted to take part in
controversial discussions, they often display marked behavioral and perceptual effects, which
can lead to rage, misery, or withdrawal.
“You need peace of mind. I will meditate with you.”
Educator Successes
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However daunting these depictions of flawed models of social studies discussion may
appear, the skilled educator can overcome any hurdle. Larson (2000) prescribes gender-equitable
conversations as a method to reduce classroom bias but stresses the requirement of explicit
teacher talk. He also encourages instructors to provide scripts or role-playing opportunities to
students who feel intimidated by classroom conversation, thus influencing enhanced
participation. Citing the South Korean education system as a non-example, Castronova (2005)
commands social studies teachers to create immersive classroom experiences that accurately
reflect real-world scenarios; otherwise, schools run the risk of losing students to more engaging
virtual worlds. Shyness and insecurity further inhibit discussion, which Lamont (2007) asserts
can be overcome through digital discourse. Based on his findings, pupils are more likely to
engage with one another and share their thoughts/feelings through a digital medium.
Niu and Van Aalst (2009) make a similar case for the power of online discussion boards,
claiming they can serve as a bridge between the classroom content and student preparation for
assessments. The two researchers discerned no relationship between high levels of notetaking
and student achievement, concluding that students should instead be provided with more
collaborative tools to develop a deeper understanding of the material by interacting with their
peers outside of class. Technology-enabled societal shifts emphasize how virtual communities
learn from one another, promoting the notion that both speaker and audience have something
valuable to share (Bingham & Connor, 2010). With so much promise available for the
integration of discourse within the social studies, I would like to illuminate several successful,
empirically proven examples of face-to-face dialogue and the asynchronous, text-based
alternative, colloquially called threaded discussion.
“Don’t have negative thoughts. Remember your mantra.”

61

Face-To-Face vs. Threaded Dialogue
Although both styles possess goals of deepening content knowledge and teaching verbal
interaction, the preferred format is ultimately a matter of teacher and/or student taste. According
to Blankenship (2016), both activities serve as an extension to social studies skills, as well as
hone in on the objectives present in the Common Core State Standards. Since many students feel
compelled not to participate in discussions unless required to, an alternative “anonymous” format
may break down some social barriers. Tannebaum (2013) writes extensively about these
unconventional discussion strategies, attesting to their importance in developing 21st-century
democratic skills. I will now describe four for the purposes of exemplification:
•

Silent, compendious journal – conversing via text with a partner about a contentious issue

•

Silent, anonymous debate – teaches respectful discourse, reduces fear of speaking in front
of peers, and provides ample time for students to formulate opinions

•

Reporter interview – to maintain a professional demeanor throughout the interrogation
simulation, students must become experts in the content beforehand

•

Convincing the undecided – teacher awards points to students who can convince neutral
parties to join their position on a controversial topic
While these formats contain considerable promise, Wilen (2003) illustrates the

advantages of more traditional approaches such as Socratic seminars and organized academic
controversy; both verbal interactive activities include the following goals: structured inquiry and
a deepening of content knowledge through discussion centered on decision-making, increased
probability that passive students will become active citizens, less classroom structure boosts the
likelihood that students will share their thoughts and emotions, and a greater possibility that
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students will be able to connect prior experiences to new concepts. To prompt this desired
critical thinking, Sherry (2016) suggests utilizing imaginative entry activities that can invite
whole class participation in the dialogic discourse. If these inventive, hypothetical queries are
paired with multimedia and online forums to further drive discussion, can students more capably
circumnavigate the curricular waters (Sherry, 2017)?
Chalk talks, a relative of organized academic controversy, have been employed as a
classroom strategy for decades, but Roberts (2013) perceives heightened benefits of what he has
labeled a “Chalk Talk 2.0” using Google Docs over the traditional format. In this incarnation,
there is no pressure to write in front of peers, participation is maximized, students are working at
the same time, gain equal access to the “chalk/whiteboard,” choose topics that are of greatest
interest to them, and enjoy the ability to discuss multiple topics at once. Since the hermeneutics
of gaming exists in a dynamic of frequent procedural change, the continuous interaction between
students and digital space requires regular analytical dissection through the performance-based
assessment referenced above (Mhamdi, 2017).
“Welcome to Warp Zone!”
Digital Presentation Tools
After analyzing the virtual social studies content in a large group setting, students can
also convey their responses via a live data collection repository, better known as a social media
platform (e.g. Facebook or Twitter). While these models are best suited for teacher-led
questioning, Slack (Fig. 11), collaboration software typically utilized in the workplace, offers
students the opportunity to digitally converse through a judgment-free backchannel. This virtual
space can be especially helpful in overcoming the anxiety fed by traditional classroom power
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dynamics; a student might wish to pose a follow-up query or contribute an anecdote to the larger
group but might require the confidence built through a digital exchange with their peers before
voicing it. A fluctuating degree of teacher modeling may be necessary depending on the specific
characteristics of one’s classroom, as a pupil’s technological prowess is innately shaped by
his/her previous access to electronic devices.
In a recent study employing another live assessment tool known as Kahoot!, Hirsch
(2018) concluded that without student username anonymization, lower-performing pupils were
less motivated to compete due to their minimal scores or their perceived lack of value in the
activity. This serves as an eye-opening lesson for educators such as myself hoping to construct a
nourishing social space to stage a digital dialogue. Instructors should highlight the advantages of
allowing students to interact with academic multimedia in the manner they are most accustomed
(i.e. live tweeting during a televised event or commenting on a YouTube video). Since conduits
of social media generate mixed emotions, parents and administration must always be privy to the
online dialogue.
Entertainment-driven virtual simulations have the capacity to engage students more
actively in the visual analysis procedure. Coupled with live assessment tactics, teachers are
rewarded with a multitude of authentic data that captures the class’ thought process. Using
gaming as an ingredient of assessment can promote enhanced classroom motivation and
encourage progress, cooperation, and camaraderie amongst students (Itō, 2010). For example,
each pupil can assume the role of an individual or object in the virtual environment and
announce their decision within the social forum. Subsequently, their peers will conduct an
evidence-based interview to gain a deeper perspective into their chosen person or item.
Gauntlet
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Concluding Synopsis
By collaborating in these digital worlds, students are afforded concrete experiences that
clarify the murky concepts of race, class, power, and privilege that permeate throughout social
studies (Maguth et al., 2015). For pupils lacking social aptitude or confidence with the material,
school-appropriate, virtual communicative platforms like Nearpod (Fig. 12) or the more popular
(but sometimes risqué) websites/apps mentioned above, can function as a less judgmental venue
to contribute to the classroom conversation. While the benefits of cooperative learning are
seemingly endless, particularly when tethered to the explicit “social goals” of the discipline,
grouping students and directing them to work together is simply not sufficient enough to promote
continued academic success; pupil participation and involvement must be maximized to achieve
the most desirable outcomes (Slavin et al., 2001).
In closing, I wish to clarify that neither the literature nor myself purports gaming as a
proverbial “silver bullet”, capable of righting all that is wrong with the current state of education.
The true value of virtual simulations exists within a healthy social ecology of participation that
includes all stakeholders and embeds students with a set of practices that “place a premium on
technical acumen” (Ito et al., 2010, p. 240). These skills can be transferred into the confidence to
succeed in domains well beyond game-based engagements, equipping pupils with the vital tools
needed to collaborate with and contribute to a globalized, interconnected 21st century.

65

CHAPTER III
METHODS
“Never give up. Trust your instincts.”
A Personal Narrative
Prior to delving deeply into the literature existing around educational prospects of
infusing video games into the social studies classroom, I deemed it cathartic to revisit my
personal journey through the software titles in which I gleaned historical and geographic
perspectives. The narrative began in my elementary school gifted enrichment classroom, where I
was fortunate enough to obtain access to an Apple II computer outfitted with the 1985
instructional staple released by Broderbund, Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego?. Taking
on the role of a gumshoe in the ACME detective agency, I envisioned myself fearlessly pursuing
the V.I.L.E. organization’s bandits after they pilfered artistic masterpieces. Geographic
knowledge and thorough research skills proved paramount when wisely selecting global
destinations in my quest for the correct criminal. Although considered to be “by far the bestselling educational software in North America,” the game was rarely purchased or marketed for
home use (Armstrong & Casement, 2000, p. 34). While privileged pupils such as myself
interacted with Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego? for approximately an hour a week in a
structured school setting, the title failed to fully tap into the mass cultural appeal of the video
game industry.
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Speaking subjectively, I cannot think of a leisure activity I reveled in more during my
formative elementary school years than engaging with virtual simulations. Some game
franchises, with Nintendo’s Mario serving as the archetype, proved so appealing that dedicated
fans such as myself would tirelessly seek out anything remotely related to the storied character;
1993’s Mario is Missing and Mario’s Time Machine, both available for the Super Nintendo
console, function as stellar examples of this phenomenon. While both games possess the
commercial branding of the mustachioed plumber on the box art, only the latter allows the player
to control the red-capped Italian protagonist and neither follow the typical action/adventure
storyline. These titles operated as a clever ploy by developer/publisher Software Toolworks to
lure Mario aficionados (and often their unsuspecting parents) into acquiring an educational game
for home use. Cobbling together the recognizable characters into a contrived plot behaving as a
vehicle for geography and history content acquisition angered most audiences, but I found the
monotonous regurgitation to be therapeutic. Where else could I have examined my budding
knowledge of these topics in a digital setting?
I promptly ascertained my answer in the form of another 1993 Super Nintendo offering
by Koei entitled Liberty or Death. This game, perhaps the most important connection between
my childhood hobby and this dissertation, was my earliest entry into a COTS historical
simulation/counterfactual. Predictably set during the American War for Independence, the
general objective is to strategically eliminate all enemy forces throughout the British North
American colonies. The wartime tactics varied according to which side the player selects, with
the Americans attempting to survive defeat in battle until their cause gathers strength and the
British striving to decisively crush the fledging rebellion as hastily as possible.
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In addition to sparking my fascination for the American colonial era, the game also
required shrewd political maneuvering, such as budgeting military spending, hiring mercenaries,
promoting rising martial stars, and brokering aid from neighboring empires. The fundamental
beauty of Liberty or Death lies within its inherent purpose: entertainment. While undeniably
difficult and time-consuming, the strategic simulation paired gratifying gameplay with immense
complexity and meticulous historical detail. This marriage of methodologies forever altered my
previous perception of video games as mindless forms of amusement. I was now actively
involved in my learning process, fighting alongside the American Founding Fathers or the
British Crown. Twenty-five years removed from my educational awakening, how can I inspire
current social studies students with this same fervor for learning integral content through the reappropriation of digital titles designed to amuse?
“Stay a while and listen.”
Outlining Objectives
Having spent pages describing multiple formats of video game-based social studies
instruction, as well as specifying personal recommendations, I now wish to reveal how I envision
collecting valuable qualitative data from this process. By designing a unit plan around content
standards integral to graduation requirements (i.e. the U.S. history end-of-course exam in
Florida), I catered to the interests of stakeholders while capturing curriculum acquisition through
the lens of high school students. Although many teachers’ views of students are skewed by the
business-like principles of driving test scores as an evaluation of knowledge, educational
professionals must learn how to navigate these tumultuous waters without destroying their
integrity or damaging their sense of purpose. Instructors should strive to incorporate a plethora of
palpable frameworks to aid students in their academic maturation, highlighting creative means of
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engagement to ensure the process does not devolve into a regurgitation assembly line (Vogler &
Virtue, 2007).
The American rite of passage referred to as secondary school naturally lends itself to the
phenomenological case study model (Fig. 13), described by Stake (1995) as the business of
particularization, not generalization; as such, my investigation strived to depict common
elements comprised by nine weeks of teacher-led gaming designed to stage student-centered
discussion around social studies concepts. Since player-game interactions centered around digital
simulations cannot be interpreted monolithically, they pair well with a phenomenological
methodology that emphasizes the unique (Marques & McCall, 2005). While my findings may
inform future research, I acknowledge the limitation of this or any other case study to
authoritatively dictate how other pupils will reflect upon, adopt, and utilize video game-based
social studies content.
Recognizing the importance of identifying emergent themes during data collection, I
employed a discourse analysis to analyze the patterns of students’ utterances as they engaged in
different domains of social life (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). To achieve this end, I investigated
the higher-order discussions accommodated through traditional means, as well as the digital
platforms defined above (i.e. Nearpod, Slack, Poll Everywhere, Google Docs). Once the
classroom conversations were transcribed, I inspected the textual trends via Dedoose, a webbased qualitative coding application. The pivotal selection of the games, in addition to the
accompanying questions fueling the dialogic discourse, was fashioned according to Rice’s
(2007) “Video Game Higher-Order Thinking Evaluation Rubric” and “Video Game Cognitive
Viability Scale” (see Appendices K and L/Figs. 21 and 22).
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While a host of open world, multi-platform titles are available for classroom integration,
Assassin’s Creed Syndicate (Fig. 14) strikes me as a token example for adoption. Although set in
Victorian-era London, the virtual simulation explores standards-based U.S. history content
espoused by Florida’s Department of Education as SS.912.A.3.2: examine the social, political,
and economic causes, course, and consequences of the second Industrial Revolution that began
in the late 19th century. Additionally, the title attains a near perfect score on Rice’s (2007) video
game assessment instruments. Within this digital landscape, I constructed lessons comparing the
cross-cultural economic and technological changes of the modern era with their relationship to
society, ideas, and the environment, concurrently a topic measured through the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (2020).
“A sword wields no strength unless the hands that hold it have courage.”
Research Design
To illuminate the interwoven lived experiences between my high school student
participants, myself, and the medium of social studies-themed video games, I adopted a
phenomenological, qualitative approach that highlighted the nuances of how content
communication changed during my study period. Over the course of nine weeks, I met with the
participants after school hours for 90 minutes once a week to play a COTS virtual simulation
repurposed for social studies discussion; I furnished the Microsoft Xbox One console along with
the software titles. Audiovisual proceedings of all sessions were documented. The preliminary,
midpoint, and concluding week of the phenomenological case study also featured a thirty to
sixty-minute semi-structured interview, in which I asked the participants discussion starters
fashioned after my first research question: What are students’ perceptions related to social
studies content as they engage with digital simulations?
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Preliminary Semi-Structured Interview Questions
•

How old are you, how many years have you been gaming, and how many hours do you
spend gaming each week?

•

How do you socialize while gaming? What are some examples?

•

Do you possess the same enthusiasm to socialize during classroom discussions? Why or
why not?

•

Would you participate more in class discussions if you could respond through text? Why
or why not?

•

Why are video games important to you?

•

What have you learned through playing video games? What are some examples?

•

What is it about social studies that interests you? What are some favorite topics that you
have investigated?

•

How have you seen social studies present in video games? What are some examples?

Midpoint & Concluding Semi-Structured Interview Questions
•

What aspects of the experience have you enjoyed? Any specific examples?

•

How did the video games specifically help you learn social studies concepts?

•

Was the instructor knowledgeable of the social studies content and gameplay? Why or
why not?

•

How have you bonded with the other participants during this experience? Any specific
examples?
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•

Were you able to express yourselves better during discussions through texting responses?
Why or why not?

•

Which game or moment from a game was most memorable for you? Why?

•

Do you see this approach to discussing social studies concepts as beneficial? Why or why
not? Could this method be utilized in a traditional classroom setting?

•

What facets of this approach to learning social studies content would you change? Why?
After the initial interview responses were documented, the weekly meetings commenced.

Participants collaborated in small groups on a higher-order thinking task tailored to a
primary/secondary source that exemplified the setting of the video game, as well as the overall
theme of the lesson. For example, Week Four consisted of 19th-century political cartoons that
complemented the aforementioned Assassin’s Creed Syndicate. The virtual simulation takes
place during the Second Industrial Revolution and proved ripe for discussion around concepts
relating to economic principles, caste systems, and the wealth gap. Once the dialogue
surrounding the primary/secondary source analysis concluded, students were transported to the
virtual world and taken on a teacher-led tour of the historical period through the eyes of the
avatar. The following video game based-lessons unfolded chronologically over an eight-week
period:
Week 1. Assassin’s Creed Origins, set in ancient Egypt, with themes discussing
architecture, symbolism, and religion.
Week 2. Assassin’s Creed Odyssey, set in ancient Greece, with themes discussing
mythology and diplomacy/rivalries between city-states.
Week 3. Assassin’s Creed 3, set in the American War for Independence, with themes
discussing a new world order and the perspective of the other.
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Week 4. Assassin’s Creed Syndicate, set in the Second Industrial Revolution, with
themes discussing labor markets, social class, and wealth inequality.
Week 5. Red Dead Redemption 2, set in the late 19th-century American West, with
themes discussing human-environment interaction and the technological conquest of
nature.
Week 6. Battlefield 1, set in World War I, with themes discussing the futility of war and
the birth of the modern era.
Week 7. Battlefield V, set in World War II, with themes discussing propaganda and the
“us versus them” mentality.
Week 8. Grand Theft Auto V, set in contemporary California, with themes discussing
ecological diversity and humans coexisting with nature.
Besides the live variety, text-based conversation were facilitated through the digital
presentation tool Nearpod, directing participants to consider various perspectives brought to life
through the digital landscape. Sticking with the Syndicate example, after I directed the avatar to
one of the many factories employing child laborers, Nearpod posed a question to the participants
pertaining to the ethical treatment of minors and recorded their textual responses: in what ways
does Syndicate’s depiction of 19th-century child labor mirror the conditions described in
narratives and documented by daguerreotypes/satirical illustrations? Nearpod also built in ample
opportunities during the lesson for participants to compare/contrast social studies themes
illustrated through the video game with primary/secondary sources.
To supplement the 90-minute sessions, data was also amassed through two platforms that
highlight student voice: Slack and Poll Everywhere. Slack served as an informal chat platform
for students to virtually bond, while Poll Everywhere’s unlimited characters allowed for detailed
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responses to survey questions and thorough primary source analysis. To maintain a constructive
climate, I consulted my participants regarding the route we investigated within the virtual terrain
and the resulting direction of the live/text-based discussion. Student responses were infused with
evidence-based justification to ensure their preferences were grounded in empirical reflection.
Within the artificial biosphere of Syndicate, they decided whether to examine the estates of the
affluent or spectate at a bare-knuckle boxing event; regardless of their partiality, I deftly steered
the conversation towards the cultural fabric that stitched these diverse Victorian settings
together.
For more robust text-based dialogue extraction, I harnessed the collaborative capabilities
of Google Docs, taking inspiration from a 2013 article of Education Week. Participants
effortlessly communicated ideas related to the social studies concepts present in the COTS titles,
such as penning a grievance letter from the perspective of a factory employee along with the
historically appropriate response from the factory owner. Details of the document were
strengthened by way of primary/secondary sources and the three-dimensional details present in
Syndicate, much in the same way educators employ World of Warcraft and Minecraft to
accomplish curricular objectives (Helms, 2013). All weekly meetings closed with a semistructured, digital/face-to-face conversation detailing what and how the participants learned,
coupled with the revelation of the upcoming game and theme to build excitement.
“It’s much easier to be given a place to belong than to make one for yourself.”
Site and Participant Selection
My proposed study was conducted within a public charter high school setting in the state
of Florida, drawing participants from an extracurricular social group I have sponsored for the
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past three years known as the video game club. The club is comprised of a diverse, coeducational
cohort of 25 dedicated members, who typically attend afterschool meetings in the cafeteria (or
my classroom if the space is reserved) every other week. The students, aged 14-18 and fluent in
English, are accustomed to taking part in gameplay of a culturally significant video game
followed by a higher-order thinking discussion; two new titles (usually one vintage and one
modern) are procured for each meeting and play order is determined by a lottery system.
As the format of my research followed a very different protocol, I developed a
preliminary exploratory study (described in detail in the “Pilot Study” section) scheduled for the
week prior to my official start date in order to streamline cumbersome investigative methods
such as a prohibitive sample size and inefficient techniques to capture student responses (Locke
et al., 2000). I ensured that all participants were provided with an electronic device (a classroom
set of Lenovo N23 Chromebooks) equipped with Wi-Fi access, thereby enabling maximum input
in the digital dialogue component of the lessons. While effective for data collection, these
devices do not possess the graphical capability to accommodate COTS gameplay, meaning I took
command of the lone console and the respective controller. By eliminating the potential for
student distraction within the confines of the virtual simulation, I inspired enhanced student
focus on the content and accompanying dialogue.
“Wanting something does not give you the right to have it.”
Ethical Dimensions of Proposed Research
Since my participants attended the video game club after school on their own volition for
a considerable amount of time prior to my study, I primarily encountered enthusiastic dedication
to the project from them. From an institutional review board (IRB) perspective, I avoided
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significant ethical objections to my proposed research, as participation and club membership are
both voluntary activities. While some club members are also current or former students of mine,
I did not incorporate these experimental instructional methods into my classroom teaching. Prior
to receiving IRB approval, I issued potential participants a copy of the Technology, Internet,
Gaming, and Simulation Consent Form (see Appendix M) to alert parents/guardians of my
intended research purposes and methods. During and after the data collection process, all
amassed materials related to this study were securely housed on the university’s Box server to
ensure virtuous storage.
“Let’s attack aggressively!”
Pilot Study Blueprint
In the weeks leading up to the proposed outset of my data collection, I attained 14
research participants (their names have since been anonymized) who consented to the
responsibilities required by the study. By remaining transparent regarding the effectiveness of
the pilot study process, I ensured that future cognitive interviewing techniques (alluded to in the
following section) remained true to their form and function (Richardson, 2006). The layout of the
lesson plan followed the format described above, commissioning Fallout IV as the initial COTS
game selected for investigation and nuclear proliferation, scarcity of resources, and
environmental degradation as the themes to be explored. I was optimistic that by examining
these meaningful topics within this and other games, I supported students’ ability to excel in
higher-order dialogic discussions.
Upon greeting participants at my classroom door, I randomly distributed a playing card to
them, which corresponded to their matching small group table. Once they located their seat, they
began perusing a collection of Cold War era primary sources carefully selected from the
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following information clearinghouses: the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Archives,
the Digital Public Library of America, George Washington University’s Nuclear Documentation
Project, Oregon State University’s Emergency Committee of Atomic Scientists in Post-War
America, the Wilson Center’s Digital Archive of International Declassified History, the Harry S.
Truman Presidential Library, and the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library. While inspecting the
documents, photographs, and film footage, students were provided with a Lenovo N23
Chromebook to access the text-based tool Poll Everywhere. By combining the verbal probing
made possible through this digital construct with more traditional think-aloud formats (both
described in greater detail in the following section), pupils possessed multiple avenues to reflect
upon their conclusions. The collaborative introductory exercise exposed participants to a wealth
of primary sources that stressed the looming specter of nuclear annihilation during the Cold War
period.
Now that the necessary background knowledge was imparted, I instructed each
participant to visit nearpod.com/student. Once there, pupils input an access code which enabled
them to take part in a teacher-guided lesson that correlated with the virtual simulation I was
controlling. For the purposes of the pilot study, participants were comparing primary source
material such as President Eisenhower’s 1953 “Atoms for Peace” speech with the environmental
devastation present in Fallout IV. Exploration of the virtual landscape was determined by
participants’ responses to queries posed using Nearpod, which resulted in a variable sightseeing
tour: a nuclear-ravaged 1950s Levittown or the husk of a formerly thriving business district.
Throughout the digital excursion, however, I interjected discourse related to their media literacy
awareness, which challenged the erroneous supposition that the video game served as a greater
authority than the documents encountered earlier in the session. For instance, the participants
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compared the authenticity of the virtual, radiation-ruined landscape with the primary source
footage recorded on the Japanese mainland immediately after the nation’s 1945 capitulation.
As a culminating activity, I engaged the participants in a face-to-face, socially
constructed simulation where they assumed the roles of the digital marketing division of the
International Atomic Energy Agency. Having witnessed the authentic despair of the
Hiroshima/Nagasaki bombing aftermath, as well as the fictional dearth of resources present in
Fallout IV, students devised recommendations for a social media campaign towards the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons. Since this task required a more significant reliance on text and
imagery, participants utilized Google Docs to formulate their proposals for remedying the postwar foreign policy decisions that led to the Cold War (and the potential eradication of most of
humankind). Students drew upon examples they observed in both the primary and secondary
sources yet remained deferential to the media literacy concepts covered in the lesson,
emphasizing Fallout IV’s shortcomings to accurately depict atomic annihilation.
While developing mindfulness towards this nuclear-fueled, anxiety-laden chapter in
history was a worthy educational endeavor, I was principally concerned with fine-tuning my
research design for maximum effectiveness. Since I opened the pilot study to all members of the
video game club, I needed to decipher which participants provided the most frequent and/or
thoughtful feedback during the 90-minute session. Although this data could be attributed to the
Cold War theme and/or game selection, I reduced the cohort of 25 by approximately half to ease
the collection process and enhance the quality of the feedback. I pinpointed those pupils who
possessed an innate sense of historical, higher-order thinking, capable of citing evidence from
the lesson and expressing themselves in a rational, succinct manner. Additionally, the
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exploratory study served as a proving ground for Poll Everywhere, Nearpod, Slack, and Google
Docs, all succeeding in their dual mission of user-friendliness and reliability.

“It’s about respecting the will of others and believing in your own.”
Data Collection
Since qualitative research typically requires inductive reasoning, my phenomenological
case study strived to generate theories regarding how my participants interacted with social
studies-themed virtual simulations. It was my hope, therefore, that I effectively communicated
how they experienced and comprehended these digital worlds: how they felt during the 3-D
exploration process, what they believed in terms of the games’ educational value, and how they
explained structure within this segment of their existence (Locke et al., 2000). I was focused on
obtaining a holistic understanding of the personal, face-to-face, immediate interactions between
my students and this subculture. Equivalent time was allotted to my fieldwork and analysis, as I
functioned as a research instrument and my participants as coresearchers (Janesick, 2004); the
students were proportionately responsible for the direction of the discussion due to its organic
design. I conducted, to some degree, a linguistic ethnography that concentrated on how the
gameplay and complementary discourse positioned the pupils as knowledgeable content
contributors.
The philosophical model known as consensus theory supposes that an external truth
exists in the domain under investigation, meaning my participants shared common experiences
which comprised their reality (Weller, 2007). Subsequently, I drew upon this enthusiasm to
construct an ethnography of my students’ gaming experiences during and separate from the
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study; after the initial week, participants hypothetically played the upcoming COTS title prior to
the game being repurposed for the classroom. Guest et al. (2006) assert that while consensus
theory applies controlled questioning geared towards objective knowledge rather than
perceptions, its assumptions are still relevant to open-ended queries dealing with personal
beliefs.
Consequently, when deciding upon cognitive interviewing strategies, I elected to include
equal parts think-aloud and verbal probing, thereby evoking the imaginative responses of the
former with the coordinated dialogue of the latter. During gameplay, I periodically paused the
game and asked students to discuss what they saw; as they conversed, I posed follow-up
questions. In this respect, my process drew on the procedures of think-alouds and verbal probing.
These procedures were appropriate for my study because a think-aloud examination places the
emphasis on the respondent, requiring the interviewer to interject very little besides “tell me
what you’re thinking” during extended pauses; in contrast, the verbal probing approach
necessitates a more skilled interrogator who can structure inquiries that compel the participant to
paraphrase, recall information, display comprehension, and/or render a confidence judgment
(Willis & Schechter, 1997).
Because I aimed to capture the students’ perceptions related to social studies content
facilitated through the verbal and digital dialogue created by the video games, I supplemented
my semi-structured cognitive interviews with preliminary questionnaires and field notes. These
vivid observations of specific instances supported my findings, serving as a bridge between my
experiences and the reading audience (Wolcott, 1990). Additionally, a GoPro HERO5 camera on
a tripod mount recorded the sights and sounds of the study, strategically positioned in my
classroom to obtain the widest possible angle. Multiple data sources permitted me to build
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arguments based on less contestable evidence, a process frequently referred to as triangulation
(Stake, 1995) - see Appendix N/Table 1 for a summary of all data collection sources and their
objective purpose. By enhancing my internal validity through rigorous evaluative criteria, I
maintained the integrity of my detail-oriented qualitative research and appealed to a wider
academic audience (Anfara et al., 2002).
“It’s super effective!”
Analyzing the Discourse
Once the qualitative inquiry concluded, I engaged in an exhaustive investigation into the
essence of the social studies-themed discussions via Dedoose. During this coding process, I
employed the software to seek out words or short phrases that “symbolically assign a summative,
salient, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2009,
p. 6). My thematic quest was both natural and deliberate, meaning I examined my data for
organic, recurring patterns amongst my participants and purposefully pursued these consistencies
within our dialogic relationship. While on the hunt for repetition, I encountered six
configurations suggested by Saldaña in his 2009 formative guidebook for qualitative researchers:
similarity (events transpiring the same way), difference (events happening in predictably
dissimilar ways), frequency (events occurring rarely or repeatedly), sequence (events taking
place in a specific order), correspondence (events emerging in relation to other activities), and
causation (one event seeming to be responsible for another). These codes worked in conjunction
with one another in terms of how the discussion emerged, perceptions of social positioning, and
methods of historical thinking.
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Creswell (2005) offers an alternative approach to acknowledging emergent patterns
within the data, dividing the themes into ordinary (predicted by the researcher), unexpected
(surprises that arise amidst the study), hard-to-classify (difficult to catalog or overlapping ideas),
major/minor (first and second order concerns), and interconnecting (neatly knotted chronological
events). When generating a conceptual model for my qualitative data analysis, I layered my
critical and ancillary themes with both authors’ suggestions to maximize clarity, agreement, and
validity (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). In terms of my saturation point, Ryan & Bernard (2004)
forecast that the foggy apex reveals itself depending upon the quantity and complexity of my
research, my proficiency and exhaustion level, and how many objective individuals reviewed
what I collected.
To boost the reliability of my findings, defined as the confidence that the results obtained
will be derived again using the same procedures, I enlisted the aid of a second coder from my
dissertation cohort with a similar background in DGBL learning (Shapiro et al., 1995). We both
concurred upon which themes should be applied to the verbal, textual, and visual data, thus
boosting interrater reliability and assuring readers that each concept evaluated in the following
chapter is not simply a figment of my imagination. Upon entering the research writing phase, I
elected to heed the advice of Hannah and Lautsch (2010) and unveiled my method of thematic
counting – a meaningful decision expounded upon on page 121.
By deploying multiple measurement tools (i.e. questionnaires, semi-structured interviews,
small group collaborative activities, digital data collection platforms, participant-only chat
platform, my field notes, and transcribed audiovisual recordings), I aimed to augment my
inferences with a greater understanding of the phenomenological study, thus achieving
triangulation (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). For instance, when comparing my weekly field
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notes with the session transcriptions and Nearpod/Poll Everywhere responses, I highlighted
instances of emergent themes such as improved participant interaction and the demonstration of
social studies content knowledge. Such critical reflection allowed me to achieve my dual
objectives of analyzing how participants’ ideas progressed over the data collection period, in
addition to examining an unbiased capture of the live lesson environment.
“Prepare for unforeseen consequences.”
Preliminary Limitations and Difficulties
While attempting to compile a linguistic ethnography of the unifying themes and
authentic discourse that shaped my research, I undoubtedly experienced some shortcomings that
prevented events from unfolding swimmingly (Creswell, 2005). At the study’s outset, my
inherent biases guided my focus towards participants’ responses and away from my positionality,
a concept discussed in greater detail in the next section. Subsequently, as a current or former
teacher of many members of the aforementioned video game club, I held a position of authority
within my research site and in relation to my participants. This dynamic could have served as a
barrier to their level of comfort with me, thus diminishing the candidness of their verbal and
virtual responses. Thankfully, I have connected with many students separate from the social
pressures of the classroom for multiple years; this rapport proved invaluable when engineering a
candid and forthcoming community of respondents.
Additionally, when dealing with digital technologies (or teenagers, for that matter), I
always account for a certain level of unpredictability. Poor internet connectivity, limited battery
life, web-based distractions, and data collection tool blunders are just a sampling of the technical
difficulties I encountered. Last and most significantly, involvement in the study was purely
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voluntary and prospective respondents could simply withdraw at any time. To eliminate potential
participant mortality, I offered a $40 GameStop gift card to all students with perfect attendance
throughout the eight-week research period (or $5 for each session attended).
“I’m invincible!”
Researcher Positionality
Throne (2012) labels positionality as the procedure for defining the researcher’s outlook
in relation to his/her study, with the implication that this position may manipulate interpretation
or collection of the data. It was imperative, therefore, that I communicated my positionality by
observing my participants through the same lens as myself. “The researcher’s positionality seeks
to clarify the personal experiences that have shaped the research inquiry and to make transparent
the reflexivity that informs the analyses and theorizing process” (Throne, 2012, p. 65). In order
to attain this “insider’s” perspective, I remained cognizant of myself as a purposeful research
instrument tasked with capturing my participants’ thoughts and feelings throughout the study. In
the interest of expediting this method of self-reflection, I composed a series of questions that
shall be revisited in the following chapter:
•

How does my identity, experiences, and perspective adhere to or diverge from my

research inquiries?
•

How does my communal, societal, national, and global outlook inform the context of my

positionality?
•

How has my positionality evolved and remained static over time?

•

In what ways am I purposefully manifesting, altering, and contesting the constructs of my

positionality throughout the research process?
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Additionally, I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge my palpable enthusiasm for
gaming and its perceived educational benefits. In the spirit of full disclosure, my participants
foreseeably share this exhilaration for game-based learning and relish in the culture I have
constructed within the walls of the video game club. If these assumptions are true, I did not
perceive the students’ ingrained motivation to maximize their efforts as a potential bias; rather, I
am confident our preexisting connection and commitment to a common cause enabled the most
evocative possible dialogue.
“Take a key for coming in!”
Final Contemplations
While positioned on the precipice of this transformative research journey, I reflected
upon the methods I applied to interpret the complexities of my existence. From this constructivist
viewpoint, my senses have inculcated a world that cannot simply be described as objective or
subjective; my unique understanding of truth will continue to evolve in a manner dependent upon
the culture that surrounds me, imperceptibly dictating my behavior and organizing my
experiences (Crotty, 1998). These motivations, pleasures, and engagements are not isolated to
my social occurrences, however; they are deeply ingrained within the gaming customs that have
and continue to sculpt the developed world.
Because of simulations’ ubiquitous nature, especially among those attending secondary
school, they prove more invaluable than ever when considering the contextual and environmental
factors that influence learning (Ravenscroft & McAlister, 2006). Educators simply cannot
separate the social and cognitive dimensions of erudition and should strive to design tools to
address their inherent interrelationship. The repurposing of COTS gameplay speaks to this
dynamic union, structuring virtual activities with clear expectations for pupils that address vital
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21st-century curricular skills. By increasing engagement by way of multiple data collection
platforms against the backdrop of immersive gameplay, I intend to bestow an enhanced emphasis
on the critical student opinions required to seed participatory social studies discourse.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”
Reviewing the Purpose of the Study
As I greeted and ushered in my participants the day of the pilot study, my emotions
wavered between that of an anxious amateur and a seasoned educator. I mulled over every detail
of how the 90-minute session should unfold, only to reaffirm the aphorism “the best-laid plans of
mice and men often go awry.” While uncertainty can produce adversity, qualitative educational
research thrives in its unforeseen variables, which my methodology harnessed effectually. After
nine weeks (including the pilot study) of data collection and scores of hours immersed in
analysis, I now possess a much richer understanding of my objectives as the principal
investigator. Before I report my results, I would like to restate my research questions driving this
academic exploration:

1. What are students’ perceptions related to social studies content as they engage with
digital simulations?
2. In what ways do commercial, off-the-shelf (COTS) video games provide a different
curricular experience within the social studies?
3. How can a combination of face-to-face and digital discussions harmonize with COTS
gameplay to reinforce social studies concepts?
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First, I captured my students’ perceptions related to social studies content as they
engaged with digital simulations. Assorted textual and audiovisual platforms were employed to
encapsulate experiences and reflections. Next, I evaluated the ways in which commercial, offthe-shelf (COTS) video games provide a different curricular experience within the social studies.
By pairing popular titles marketed for entertainment purposes with Next Generation Sunshine
State Standards (see Appendix O/Table 2), pupils interacted with classroom content through the
lens of the virtual simulation as a secondary source. This innovative design, when harmonized
with primary source analysis, produced meaningful discourse, which has been coded to amplify
emergent themes. Finally, I assessed how a combination of face-to-face and digital discussions
can complement COTS gameplay to reinforce social studies concepts. Participants contributed to
the study at their own pace, which facilitated a welcoming, engaging atmosphere ideal for
higher-order discussion.
Since each week of study possessed a unique personality, I will now supply a summary of
each 90-minute session’s transcribed findings, made possible by way of Nearpod, Poll
Everywhere, a GoPro HERO5, and a digital voice recorder. These subsections (accompanied by
a quote from each week’s video game) will be accompanied by a description of the preliminary
survey, semi-structured interviews, and Slack backchannel; all qualitative data was thoroughly
examined via Dedoose. To conclude this chapter, I will delve into the process responsible for my
coding system and synopsize the overall findings from my phenomenological case study.
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“We are the stories we live, the tales we tell ourselves."
Preliminary Survey/Semi-Structured Interview
Prior to the launch of my pilot study, I marketed my methodology to my video game
club, sparking widespread interest amongst members. After conferring with their
parents/guardians, however, many potential participants elected not to submit their consent
paperwork. This trimmed the number of Poll Everywhere preliminary survey respondents to 14,
possessing a mean age of 16. The students reported playing video games for approximately 8.4
years, which accounts for some pupils who answered, “over 10.” A few members of the study
group admitted to investing over 24 hours a week in gaming, producing an average of roughly
13.7 hours per week.
Students’ open-ended responses to the aforementioned questions on page 71 proved
provocative, as Brandon, a senior, cited lessons of humility and relationship-building attached to
his gaming experiences: “Having fun doesn't always involve winning. I used to hate losing but
now I know that when I lose, I can learn from my mistakes to get better. If I'm not having fun, I
need to try new things to enjoy myself. I've also learned how to interact with more people.” Jack,
also a senior, disclosed a myriad of aptitudes that have been positively influenced by his decadelong affinity for video games: “Communication, leadership skills, politeness, creativity, time
management, critical thinking, patience, and analysis of other people's behavior (for reading a
move and preparing a counterattack).” Freshman Sumi proclaimed multiple examples of COTS
titles that have educated her in life skills that extend beyond the traditional classroom: “Most
games that I have played have to do with moral themes. The First Tree teaches you about the
importance of family relationships. Fighting games help with hand-eye coordination and
reflexes. Depending on how you play it, BattleBlock Theater can help with teamwork skills.”
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Last, Alphonse, a sophomore, declared the glowing benefits of virtual simulations, in addition to
predicting their enhanced impact on secondary education:
“I see video games not only as the so-called ‘entertainment’ of the future - since it
already is - I also see them as a step forward for education. Many kids are learning tons
of things with video games. I learned English mostly through video games, as well as
history from the Assassin's Creed games. For example, I never knew the Industrial
Revolution [referencing Assassin’s Creed Syndicate] had such a big impact on the planet,
so to me, video games are really important because they could turn out to be a helpful
learning and entertainment platform for kids who perform poorly in traditional high
school classes.”
The majority of the survey respondents expressed enthusiasm for the social studies
content scheduled for investigation, as junior Rebecca explained in the following excerpt: “I love
studying history and geography because I get to see the world through a different perspective.
My favorite topics involve international relations, such as learning about the relationships
throughout time between different peoples and countries.” Students also proclaimed plentiful
video games associated with social studies subject matter. While the Assassin’s Creed franchise
was referenced most frequently, a bevy of other virtual simulations received praise for their
curricular connections.
Michael, a freshman only in attendance for week two’s lesson, recounted fond memories
of world history themes while playing Age of Empires. Christopher, a junior, acclaimed the
satirical social commentary present in the Grand Theft Auto series, while senior Bobby alluded
to Call of Duty’s capacity to “bring people together by transporting them to places and stories
that are accurate to the source material.” Exemplifying this phenomenon, junior Peter recalled
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specific elements of World War I like the Gallipoli campaign and the introduction of the tank
through his experiences with Battlefield 1. Additionally, sophomore Doug explored an
empathetic expedition through 14th-century bubonic plague-infested England in Dishonored and
junior Gio revealed representations of racial segregation within the narrative of Detroit: Become
Human.
Finally, the preliminary survey revealed competing preferences for traditional, verbal
discussions versus their virtual, text-based counterpart. Senior Luke highlighted his propensity
for public speaking, “which is lost in written response,” with Christopher concurring that “verbal
discussions are a lot more personal and emotional than simply reading textual characters.”
Although these two made a compelling case for face-to-face discourse, most of the participants
commented on the anxiety attached to orally communicating with your peers in a classroom
dynamic. Sumi, for example, remarked on the apprehension she feels when her conversational
input is noticed: “It doesn't matter if it is anonymous or not, it still stresses me out. It's the same
reason why I don't like talking in in-game chats. The only benefit that would come from textbased discussions is that I would not be as afraid of interrupting someone.”
Nevertheless, multiple pupils articulated their eagerness to contribute to a classroom
community that welcomes multiple methods of participation. Rebecca would embrace a
discursive setting where “everyone was not staring at me” and Jack recounted the “occasions in
which it may feel a bit nerve-racking to discuss your opinion with your peers, as individuals are
often worried about what people might think of them for saying certain things.” Alphonse also
recollected the discouraging, common occurrence of when “an instructor, eager to meet time
constraints, is unable to call on everyone with their hand raised”; he goes on to add that “through
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text, though, every student could share and the teacher could read the class’ responses just by
scrolling through messages.”
I will now skip ahead in my findings to my preliminary semi-structured interview, which
utilized the same Poll Everywhere queries referenced above but placed the participants in the
confines of my classroom with a digital voice recorder running. These transcribed discussions
unfolded the week after my pilot study concluded: the morning before week one’s afterschool
session; however, I determined it was narratively more sensible to insert this data prior to its
proper chronological placement. While much of the dialogue was qualitatively similar to their
respective survey responses, a richer conversation developed around the social connections
facilitated by video games, as well as their innate ability to help players cope with their stressors.
Bobby and Doug both shared how multiplayer formats allow them to maintain bonds with family
and friends who moved away, with junior Joe reaffirming this concept as a method to
communicate with his brother and “escape the daily pressures of reality.”
Another notable instance from the introductory interview involved the pupils’ (apart from
Sumi) fervor for social studies concepts. Luke captured this collective passion for liberal arts in
the following statement: “I enjoy how people interact with each other. Since I am not naturally
socially intelligent, I use book-based knowledge to assess others’ reactions. I also adore politics,
which I define as the intersection between societal norms and individual desires.” Students also
cited how their love for the social sciences translated to particularly COTS titled they have
played. Bobby alluded to Battlefield V’s World War II era vehicles that he conducted
independent research on after virtually commandeering them. Sophomore Cyrus touted the
teambuilding and educational nature of Minecraft, where users can “create their own server and
see the reaction of how people would act if there was no government; you see isolated pockets of
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prosperous areas, ‘nether highways’ where people collaborate, and wastelands in-between.”
Furthermore, Jack applauded video games for their capability to enhance “reaction time,
prediction, problem solving, logic, and thinking outside of the box.”
To conclude my findings from this interrogation, the indecision regarding traditional or
text-based classroom conversations persisted. Most participants agreed that the extent of their
socialization will vary according to their degree of interest in the topic of discussion. Joe
confessed that most student comments feel “strained” and he typically only raises his hand “to
get confirmation about a particular assignment.” Sumi touched on the intimidation factor that is
experienced by anxious adolescents, particularly if the student lacks a level of comfort around
some of her classmates. Moreover, Doug professed he would rather not participate vocally unless
working with his peers on a small group project.
“But then, in the 21st century, people awoke from the American Dream.”
Fallout IV – Pilot Study
With so much of the content and discussion centered around the dismal vision of life after
a nuclear explosion, it is little wonder that the pilot study produced a host of technological
challenges: participants were unable to access the Poll Everywhere link for data collection,
Nearpod slides failed to properly curate digital documents, and the Xbox One console
automatically shut down to conserve battery life during the lesson. Time management also
proved to be a recurring stumbling block, particularly in this initial session. To accommodate the
90-minute study window, I was forced to eliminate nearly half of the primary sources I intended
to investigate; this “in the moment” subject matter trimming dwindled as the weeks evolved.
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In addition to these logistical setbacks, I sensed a degree of social uncertainty present
amongst the group. As this was the first instance in which these students collaborated, there were
frequent occurrences in which I had to extract discussion content from their digital, text-based
input. As the study unfolded, however, I recognized that my participants’ confidence to share
their thoughts verbally was enriched by their communal bond.
While the main attraction of enrolling in the study was undoubtedly the teacher-led
digital simulations, genuine enthusiasm for the subject matter rapidly materialized. The students
openly expressed satisfaction while blending primary source investigation with the virtual
backdrop of Fallout IV. Stimulating commentary emerged such as when Doug discussed how
classroom settings typically only gloss over impactful historical events (i.e. the bombing of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki), not considering how it affected the individuals who experienced it
firsthand. Video game-based narratives, such as Fallout IV’s, facilitated a beneficial platform to
stage conversations around developing empathy for historical actors who had to experience an
event comparable to the virtual plot.
To capitalize off this intrigue, I compared video footage of present-day Concord,
Massachusetts with the fictional, Fallout IV environment displaying its nuclear weapon-ravaged
equivalent. Participants demonstrated tremendous displays of compassion after placing
themselves in the mindset of a female Japanese civilian at the finale of World War II. After
reading the eyewitness account of the circumstances immediately before and after the Nagasaki
bombing, Luke deftly steers the discourse towards the unreported post-traumatic stress disorder
present in the young woman’s testimony; it is precisely this sort of critical probe into the primary
sources that open-ended dialogue empowers.
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Brandon brandished his background knowledge of Cold War diplomacy in interpreting a
Red Scare era political cartoon. He then compared the atomic bomb footage to the televised
events of September 11, 2001, another culturally significant event he has no direct frame of
reference to because of his age. Participants applied their interdisciplinary (primarily social
studies) content proficiency to the in-game events centered around the consequences of nuclear
annihilation. For example, Luke provided stellar, accurate examples of an existence after a
nuclear blast, using the video game’s environment as a prototype for discussion. Alphonse
captured the duality of atomic technology, citing how the invention of the weapon can be
interpreted as “both a gift and a curse.” After coding Fallout IV’s traditional and digital
discourse, I determined the pilot study achieved the greatest frequency in the following thematic
trends: experiential enjoyment, expressing empathy, non-social studies content knowledge, social
studies content knowledge, technological challenges, time management, and video game content
knowledge.
“We are Medjay, son, not barbarians.”
Assassin’s Creed Origins – Week One
Set in ancient Egypt near the end of the Ptolemaic period, Assassin’s Creed Origins
offers a thought-provoking glimpse into a crossroad of empires: waning Egyptian roots, waxing
Greek influence, and looming Roman supremacy. By leading the participants on a teacher-led
virtual investigation of the landscape, we contrasted the customary Egyptian architecture with
the Greco-Roman culture that shaped the region later in its long history. This video game, along
with week two’s selection, offers a “Discovery Tour” feature that allows the avatar to sightsee
throughout the open world map without running the risk of a violent encounter. This effortless
freedom provides the basis for rich, social studies-themed conversation to develop around the
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digital backdrop. Luke communicates such higher-order thinking in the following Nearpod
submission: “the grandiose nature of the ancient temple complexes signified how much larger
the gods were than mortals; this was then used by the ruling class to keep the commoners
submissive through their religious worship.” Brandon and Bobby echoed these sentiments,
equivocating architecture with religion and therefore limiting creative freedom within the three
kingdoms of Egypt.
I noted multiple instances of the participants’ preference for the game-based environment
of Assassin’s Creed Origins over supplementary videos produced by accredited institutes of
Egyptology, evidence that students tend to disengage with static media designed with academic
objectives. Luke likens this phenomenon to a "tonic water versus ginger ale" analogy, in which
an open world, 3-D environment captures pupils’ engagement more fully than the primary
sources alone. Both remedies will cure an upset stomach, denoted here as social studies
curricular coverage, but the virtual ginger ale flavors the "fairly plain tonic water text" through
its interactive, customizable nature that aids meaningful dialogue.
I assessed the fissures in background knowledge that students brought to this week’s
lesson as both fascinating and appalling, which speaks to the scholarship gaps present within
social studies classrooms. To highlight the positives, Joe was able to correctly identify various
components loctaed within a hieroglyphic image (see Appendix P/Fig. 23). Alphonse then shared
a real-world experience, a visit to a local art museum, to bring comparisons to the conversation.
“After viewing a hieroglyphics exhibit similar to those from the game, I found the Egyptian form
of expression, filling their words with elegant detail, to be strikingly odd but extremely accurate;
the adjectives and nouns are in different places, but it isn't like 16th-century English or Spanish.”
The topic of symbolism created competing viewpoints regarding ancient Egypt's fascination with

96

the afterlife, splitting the students between those who believed only the ruling class was
consumed by this obsession and those who understood death as the daily reality for all Nile
dwellers.
While I attempted to assuage all the technical mishaps noted during the pilot study, a
large portion of this session's video documentation vanished due to insufficient storage space
required to accommodate the large file sizes captured by the GoPro HERO5; mercifully, I had
the digital voice recorder running to salvage the audio, which proved adequate for transcription
purposes. During the reflection portion at the end of the lesson, Jack critiqued the primary
sources as unnecessary to adequately respond to the discussion prompts, which I deemed
intriguing as I specifically selected these documents to work in conjunction with the
conversation starters. While Assassin’s Creed Origins was not without its faults, the week one
game did attain the highest frequency of participant engagement and vivid, virtual imagery
codes.
“It was different in the beginning. It wasn’t about destruction; it was about redirection.”
Assassin’s Creed Odyssey – Week Two
While chronologically taking place approximately 400 years after week one’s game,
Assassin’s Creed Odyssey focuses on themes more closely related with modernity: patriotism,
imperialism, and democracy. The narrative is situated amidst the Peloponnesian War, pitting the
superpowers of Athens versus Sparta against one another, which led to heated exchanges around
the flaws of various systems of government. Luke, for example, expanded upon Peter’s statement
about the possibility for competing regimes working towards a common goal. “Generally, a
religious anarchy and a theocratic dictatorship could easily work together to achieve the same
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objective, but they can only coexist for so long before one breaks down the other. As time
elapses, the two governments will disagree with each other more and more, which appears to be
the case between the United States and China.”
I was elated to experience such stimulating student exchanges in the face of my first
episode of participant mortality. For a host of reasons (illnesses, family engagements, competing
responsibilities), the midpoint sessions suffered from the most student absences, which
fortunately was bolstered by scholarly chats; some pupils, however, struggled to make sense of
the assigned primary sources. Having supplied participants with the philosophic treatises of
Aristotle, Plato, Pericles, and Xenophon to operate as the backbone for this session’s discourse, I
was shortsighted not to anticipate comprehension difficulty.
The ethos of these reactions, which may serve as a microcosm for the study as a whole,
were effectively conveyed by Jack in the following excerpt: “reduce the usage of passages a
small bit, or potentially rearrange it, so that people don’t get overwhelmed with text at points.”
While many students were hindered by the length and complexity of the classical Greek
translations, the entire group praised the integration of the virtual environment. Gio admitted that
although Assassin’s Creed Odyssey was “not the meat of the lesson, it definitely accentuated it.”
The game also assisted in jogging his and his peers’ memory of mythology, with dialogue
occurring organically around the tales of Helen of Troy, Heracles, and Perseus.
The notion of digital landscapes serving as secondary sources, the premise undergirding
my research framework, cropped up for the first time during week two. As Alphonse related an
Athenian's civic duties to the morals preached in The Godfather and recalled the Spartan story of
King Leonidas featured in 300, his peers came to the realization that video games can provide
the same, significant interaction with the curricular content as cinema. Perhaps it was this
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different entry point that allowed Gio to employ his visual analysis skills to note how the
architectural differences throughout the Greek city-states evoke opposing pillars (literally) of
society. Alphonse too shared a brilliant connection between the Pythia of Delphi, a historical
actor present in Assassin’s Creed Odyssey, and the pope's supposed association with the
Almighty.
Observing the participants as they sharpened their interpretation of classical sculpture
over the course of the three-week time period proved riveting, since many pupils displayed
advanced art history concepts without any background knowledge. With such visual and
discursive abundance lining the Assassin’s Creed Odyssey lesson, it came as no surprise that this
week’s game received the largest frequency in the most qualitative code categories: content
overload, content uncertainty, experiential enjoyment, independent investigation, non-social
studies content knowledge, participant assistance, participant mortality, and vivid, virtual
imagery.
“Beware of the easy path. Knowledge grows only through challenge”
Assassin’s Creed 3 – Week Three
Since I possess an affinity for the American War for Independence, I was particularly
enthusiastic for week three’s content and title, starring an indigenous avatar who must navigate a
new world order built for white, landowning gentlemen. The virtual surroundings seemed fitting
to structure a primary source-based lesson around multiple perspectives from the time period of
those who were left out of the pivotal conversations that fashioned the founding of the nation:
African Americans, Native Americans, and women. As we delved into the historical documents,
however, it became evident that their wordiness or complexity continued to discourage some
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participants from completing the necessary preparation at the core of my methodology’s success.
While the flipped classroom model will always be obstructed by the responsibilities competing
for students’ focus, over half of the study group stated they “at least skimmed” the background
material before attending each week’s session.
At this stage in the data collection, I could predict which participants were inclined to
share their comments orally and which opted for the text-based approach. The opportunity to
submit their digital opinions to my open-ended queries galvanized students who were
traditionally reticent to participate in a large group discussion. Since pupils often interpreted the
same primary source strikingly differently, the allotted think/typing time proved pivotal in
ensuring all opinions were documented instead of domineering personalities driving the
discussion in their preferred direction.
Jack, a prototypical introvert, provided an evocative, empathetic reaction to one of this
week’s required texts, the dehumanizing circumstances recorded by Olaudah Equiano (see
Appendix Q/Fig. 24). He then collaborated with Christopher to address the hypocrisy associated
with the early history of the United States. The duo declared that “slavery was a pestilence on the
land and if the founders were so determined to grant universal freedom in America, they
shouldn’t have only gone halfway in doing so.” This statement might have been triggered by
Christopher’s utter shock and disdain after investigating George Washington’s slaveholding
records from his Mount Vernon plantation.
Upon entering the segment of the session centered around the first peoples of the
continent, the vivid, virtual environment synced up wonderfully. After perusing the empty
promises composed by Arthur St. Clair, governor of the Northwest (Ohio) territory, the
Assassin’s Creed 3 avatar was accosted by frontier militia patrolling the infantile United States.
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This ongoing hostility that permeated throughout the region led to riveting discourse around how
warfare makes for strange bedfellows throughout history, comparing the circumstances between
the Native Americans and British amid the revolutionary era to Germans and Mexicans during
World War I or Nazis and Arabs throughout World War II.
In his textual reflection, Joe elaborated on this notion of minority groups being exploited
by those in positions of power, which was not relegated to race alone. Colonial women,
regardless of status or skin color, added their voices to our primary source-driven dialogue.
Alphonse, extending off Luke’s verbal comment in his textual response, insightfully interpreted
Elizabeth Graeme Fergusson’s depiction of gender roles: “men and women were seen as equal in
value to the revolutionary cause but fulfilled very different duties.” Cyrus commented on how
the Assassin’s Creed franchise often features historical actors, like Fergusson, as non-playable
characters within the narrative. He confessed that before taking part in this study, he would not
be inclined to conduct independent research on the backstories of the authentic figures
mentioned in the games.
Although the sentiment that the lessons improved each week was shared by the study
group, constructive criticism still emerged. Jack, for example, stressed the necessity for the
inclusion of “primary sources that were more conflicting and had a direct influence on each
other.” Alphonse, always the optimist, powered through an illness to deliver this message
towards the finale of the lesson: “I always enjoy these sessions. I could not participate as much
as I would like, but I am glad I managed to be here. I loved everyone’s thoughts and my only
input would be to include more of the game.” Luke also accentuated the positives, expounding
on how the methodology made the curricular content more entertaining and easier to
comprehend: “These lessons are superior to most history classes, which tend to adopt a more
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generalized perspective. I don’t know if it is the video game integration, the Nearpod, or both.”
As anticipated, Assassin’s Creed 3 facilitated a thought-provoking celebration of the “other”,
earning the widest frequency in the following thematic trends: content criticism, independent
investigation, multiple perspectives, participant assistance, and technological challenges.
“I’m no criminal; I just do as a I please.”
Assassin’s Creed Syndicate – Week Four
As the study advanced, I continued to detect the topic of “trade-off” emerge during our
weekly deliberations over primary sources analyzed through the lens of a video game. This
session’s title, Assassin’s Creed Syndicate, depicts the class struggles of Victorian era London,
which I deemed rife for an economic examination of the costs and benefits of the Second
Industrial Revolution. While the academic focus dissected the pros and cons of large-scale urban
manufacturing, a more true-to-life “trade-off” was experienced in the amount of content that
could be covered versus the constraints of dealing with minors at the mercy of their
parents/guardians. To illustrate this phenomenon, I logged in my field notes that the dialogue
concerning whether the private sector can be trusted to serve the public interest was “abruptly
expedited by vehicles lining up outside my classroom to transport participants home.”
Since the time period afforded numerous modern media advancements, this was the first
lesson to feature early photographic and cinematic records. This richer documentation of reality
made it possible to stage a comparison of the analog, archival imagery with the virtual secondary
source, Assassin’s Creed Syndicate. After such a visual analysis, Cyrus described the illusion of
industrial progress as “frosting” and the glimpse into the working conditions as the “inside of the
cake”; he goes on to add that “it looks good on the outside, but once you take a bite you realize it
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is rather bitter and cruel.” Peter then raises the point that the video game-based environments
“allow you to experience aspects of society that are not available today, for better or for worse.”
To demonstrate the absence of labor rights during the Gilded Age, the students read the
lyrics to “The Worker’s Anvil” by Laura M. Griffing. Rebecca commented on how women like
Griffing were at a huge disadvantage when they first entered the workforce en masse, unable to
campaign for enhanced freedoms until much later in history. Later in the lesson, Luke captured
the essence of the disheartening photography of social reformer Lewis Hine: “the idea of
adolescents working and dying in terrible conditions is gruesome; these sources raise the moral
questions of why child labor was necessary and not viewed as an atrocity in its day.” I would like
to believe that such impassioned, empathetic words were at least partially the product of the
digital 19th-century factory tour I hosted for participants.
It is worth noting that Assassin’s Creed Syndicate enjoys a special place in the heart of
Alphonse, a non-native English speaker. During this week’s session, he explained how playing
the game enhanced his language proficiency as well as sparked his attraction to the social
studies. Prior to dismissal, Alphonse verbalized that today's lesson was his favorite so far and
reiterated that the meetings are improving weekly, which may be attributed to communal
bonding. An example of this kinship could be felt as my avatar descended upon Buckingham
Palace, a restricted region within the confines of the simulated royal environment. Since I did not
wish to engage in virtual violence any point in this study, I decided to “speed run” through the
landscape while being harassed by multiple Queen’s guards, all while being rooted on by the
pupils. It was precisely these sorts of moments that netted Assassin’s Creed Syndicate the
broadest frequency in the following qualitative codes: expressing empathy, participant mortality,
time management, video game content knowledge, and vivid, virtual imagery.
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“We can’t change what’s done; we can only move on.”
Red Dead Redemption 2 – Week Five
Piggybacking off the themes of modernity explored in Assassin’s Creed Syndicate, week
five’s video game depicts a fictionalized American narrative set during the turn of the 20th
century and spread across the Rocky Mountains, Great Plains, and Deep South. Red Dead
Redemption 2 examines the multiple historical perspectives connected via the “civilizing”
process of the Western frontier. Through a combination of cultural assimilation, industrialization,
and the end of lawlessness, the fading spirits of civilization’s previous chapter share their tales
amidst a breathtaking virtual backdrop.
By opening the lesson with the prophetic inaugural telegraphic message, “What hath God
wrought?”, I admittedly framed technological progress in a controversial light. Nevertheless, the
participants overwhelmingly agreed with this dystopian vision, as Cyrus insightfully linked the
beginning of the telecommunications age to the end of privacy. Bobby, a current student of mine,
further exposed this bias by alluding to a recent lecture in which I expressed my disdain for
Thomas Edison's business practices. We then advanced into primary source analysis of the
Luddite Manifesto, to which Brandon offered a keen comparison between the 19th-century textile
workers’ movement and the contemporary campaign against data-mining artificial intelligence.
After planting the seeds of discourse during the Assassin’s Creed 3 lesson, I elected to
elaborate on the Native American identity, a decision praised by Doug because “indigenous
voices are typically not found in history classrooms.” Sumi was particularly moved by the
frowns of pupils present in a 1900 photograph of an Indian Residential school classroom.
Through this close reading of the image, she was able to detect the heart-wrenching emotion
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fueling the “transition of natives from peaceful living to the prescribed care of early settlers.”
This “peaceful living” was powered by technological innovation, which forced the First Peoples
to “surrender their traditional lifestyle and die encased in an urban prison”, as Doug put it.
Red Dead Redemption 2 captures these stages of grief in multiple storylines, as recalled
by Gio who assigned blame to the expansion of railroad tracks throughout the American West:
“they were a danger to indigenous land and to the animals they hunted like the buffalo; the
government was slowly stealing their territory until they suffered and died out.” Once the
participants investigated the text of the Dawes Act of 1887, they were united in their belief that
the United States imposed legally sanctioned war on Native American culture.
Sumi recognized that these ethnocentric biases had been simmering since John L.
O’Sullivan popularized the notion of Manifest Destiny forty years earlier: “the history of other
nations is deemed as unimportant.” These critical connections culminated in a controversial
conversation between Cyrus and Luke, arguably the tensest moment of the entire nine weeks of
data collection. Luke, who possesses a spiritual connection to Judaism, was appalled by Cyrus'
false comparison between the Dawes Act and Hitler's extermination camps. Having reflected on
the incident, I should have clarified the dramatic differences between the indigenous reservations
and the Nazi death factories.
In light of this, Red Dead Redemption 2’s attention to detail served as a stellar example of
how a virtual medium can breathe new life into oftentimes forgotten voices. While the mammoth
map and absence of a fast travel feature can make curricular planning mildly more challenging,
the video game’s engine provides a certain degree of randomization. During this week’s
gameplay session, for instance, my avatar entered a moving picture show without any
confirmation as to what content was to come. Gio exclaimed that this novelty factor is frequently
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at the nucleus of the intrinsic replay value built into COTS like the Red Dead and Grand Theft
Auto franchises.
It is frequently this minutia, whether supplementing a video game’s scenery or a primary
source’s font, that can transport a student back to a moment from their past. Christopher brought
this concept to my attention, as he connected the virtual narrative of American history closing its
chapter on the Wild West with his childhood attraction to 3:10 to Yuma and similar films.
Constructivist lessons like this one feed off these unforeseen associations, but only when directed
by a conversant and confident instructor; it is no wonder that the most recurrent codes of week
five were off-topic socializing and social studies content knowledge.
“Behind every gun sight is a human being.”
Battlefield 1 – Week Six
As a collector of historical artifacts, particularly militaria, week six’s lesson offered me
the unique opportunity to share my battle-tested primary sources with the participants. The
kinesthetically focused, introductory conversation around World War I era bayonets, gas masks,
and a field telephone proved enthralling, and this enthusiasm endured throughout the session.
After the items were handled and a universal request for hand sanitizer was voiced, it became
clear that the evolution of weaponry intrigued multiple students. As Bobby demonstrated his
prowess of military history, which he expressed throughout the data collection process, his peers
concluded that wartime technological innovations led to the modern conveniences we enjoy
today. After commenting on the connection between World War I and the American adoption of
the automobile and airplane, Luke related his mission trip to Haiti to the grueling experiences
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endured by doughboys. “We dug ten feet by three-inch wide trenches to put fence posts in, which
took me 15 minutes and that was a tiny amount.”
I then elected to curate some footage from Peter Jackson’s 2018 documentary, They Shall
Not Grow Old, to which Jack described as “depicting the act of war through the images of young
men, weapons, and casualties; my eyes are drawn to the fallen soldiers who gave their lives
defending their version of liberty.” Cyrus also expressed empathy for the jaded boys, noting that
the gait of the once “cheerful” basic training cadets had slumped into a “depressed, zombified
march.” By pairing this grim reality with the initial mission of Battlefield 1, in which I controlled
a variety of doomed avatars, pupils were able to develop a fuller interpretation of the futility of
combat.
Discussion around the virtual and cinematic slaughter smoothly transitioned to the letters
penned by individuals who refused to be drafted into the Great War. While these conscientious
objectors receive a murky position within the annals of history, Gio was not alone in his
justification of their honorable sacrifices:
“There are a lot of people that don’t want to lose themselves in war because they want to
return to their family. Soldiers do not think about the actions they are about to commit,
and I don’t think any individual that didn’t want to go to war ever recovered properly
after being drafted - aside from psychopaths. No one will be the same and citizens don’t
necessarily have to be obligated to go because of the law; only you can determine your
own value.”
As eloquent as his message was, the participants did not reach a consensus on the controversial
issue of draft evasion. A poll conducted on Nearpod demonstrated this division, as the group was
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entirely split on the most valid reason to identify as a conscientious objector. Peter and Bobby,
for example, foresaw no acceptable rationale to deny the call for military service, while their
peers produced multiple examples expounding on the illegitimacy of warfare.
A particularly proud moment of mine from this week’s lesson involved my ability to
explore a static moment from two critically acclaimed war films through the dynamic, gamebased environment of Battlefield 1. I began with a narrative that is not typically covered in a
conventional western civilization course: the Bedouin campaign against the Ottomans featured in
1962’s Lawrence of Arabia. While Doug was unable to fully verbalize the significance of
digitally recreating this historical underdog story, he did his best to flesh out the benefits of the
simulation’s integration: “I loved how the movie showed us the scene where Lawrence and his
allies were blowing up the Turkish train and then you played the same mission in Battlefield 1; it
definitely conveyed something powerful. I can’t put it into words, but the approach spoke to me
in a more memorable way.”
The ending to the 1981 film Gallipoli followed, demonstrating the colossal body count
synonymous with World War I. Most students were virtually unaware of the failed Allied
campaign to seize the strait of the Dardanelles (as well as the film), but some were familiar with
the corresponding Battlefield 1 mission. Bobby was especially engrossed by the game’s portrayal
of the dreadnought-class battleships pummeling the Ottoman positions, informing the study
group of the existence of the USS Texas - a floating museum and the last such commissioned
vessel in existence. I opted to infuse this portion of the session with the journal entries of an
Ottoman enlisted man during the siege of Gallipoli, an underrepresented perspective from a
historical actor Peter acutely appreciated. “War is told by the winners, so the voices of the losers
like the Ottomans and the conscientious objectors often get snuffed out. Most of these soldiers
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either die before telling their tales or survive but are so traumatized, they don’t want to talk about
their past failures and mistakes.”
While curricular benefits of this methodology abound, time management setbacks
continued to emerge weekly. My field notes delved into the innate difficulty in transferring from
the demands of a traditional school day to preparing for the rigors of the data collection process
within a matter of minutes. Amidst the setup of the console/virtual backdrop, audiovisual
equipment, and primary source distribution, constant technical setbacks cropped up too. This
week’s version stemmed from the Battlefield franchise’s somewhat restrictive map replete with
active combatants, which severely regulated my avatar’s creativity in conducting a stress-free
tour of the painstakingly accurate battlefields.
I consistently communicated to the participants that my intent was never to violently
engage with the artificial enemies, but the digital battle royal undeniably invigorated a portion of
the pupils. Jack and Sumi, who are siblings, praised the lesson design for its seamless mixture of
artifacts and documents with Battlefield 1’s vividly detailed topography. In his Nearpod
reflection, Jack affirms that “today’s topics went into depth about the varying perspectives
observed throughout World War I. I particularly enjoyed the usage of film sources, the
gameplay, and the artifacts passed around. I felt that together they helped me achieve a better
understanding of the concepts.” Sumi reciprocated her brother’s feelings towards the interplay of
primary and secondary sources, sharing that “Battlefield 1’s environment helped bring the entries
of Mehemed's [the Ottoman soldier’s] diary to life and realistically displayed the dangers of the
Battle of Gallipoli.” At the completion of the data analysis procedure, I was hardly taken aback
when week six amassed the largest frequency of the following codes: expressing empathy, social
studies content knowledge, and time management.
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“Suffering is the same in every language.”
Battlefield V – Week Seven
Since the previous lesson accentuated the military advancements and emotional effects of
the Great War, I decided to steer week seven’s content toward the “us versus them” propaganda
produced by the combatants of World War II. To ease the participants into the task of
scrutinizing patriotic posters and race-baiting political cartoons, I returned to my time-tested
prologue of primary source document analysis by way of Poll Everywhere. It is my belief that
the repetition of this activity aided students in the mastery of this critical skill, as evidenced by
Luke’s examination of a Japanese flyer he had never encountered beforehand: “I can’t read
Japanese, but I would imagine the poster says something like ‘the homeland is in trouble, help’
by its display of everyday Japanese citizens picking up their common tools and uniting to defend
their island nation.” As we sifted through these historical visuals, I was especially impressed by
the pupils’ capacity to connect the combination of fervent nationalism and xenophobic
messaging to what they currently contend with on social media. This contemporary, critical
investigation often emerged independently during the data collection process, as participants
drew on our discussions of the past to hold a mirror up to today’s societal ailments.
Not all students fully grasped the meaning of their randomly assigned propaganda visual,
which primarily indicated a dearth in adequate background knowledge. Doug demonstrated this
phenomenon in real-time, as he began the lesson admitting he did not recognize the association
between the Star of David and Judaism. After collaborating with his peers, he voiced his deeper
understanding of the same Nazi creation by communicating the anti-Semitic spirit of the cartoon
entitled “rich man’s war, poor man’s fight.”
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As a veteran social studies educator, I pride myself in my capacity to infuse local,
evocative connections into global, abstract concepts such as World War II propaganda. This
week was the first to afford me the opportunity to stage a close reading of a regionally produced
primary source: a wartime advertisement promoting the Florida orange juice industry. Jack
affirms the effectiveness of the marketing campaign, noting that “the product was promoted as a
means to keep pilots sharp and energetic in the skies; you can be just as strong on the home front
if you drink Tropicana.”
While graphically stunning and cognizant of multiple wartime perspectives, Battlefield V,
like its predecessor Battlefield 1, functions as a mission-driven simulation without a truly open
world environment. Given this limitation, it proved challenging to build this week’s focal point
of propaganda into the video game setting. Nevertheless, I commandeered one mission’s
narrative that profiled the actions of the last remaining Nazi Tiger I tank as the Allied forces
enveloped Berlin in late April 1945. Battlefield V’s backdrop of the crumbling capital laid the
groundwork for a rousing conversation around how the Germans were so persuaded by their
devotion to the Third Reich that they were blinded to the reality of their imminent demise. Cyrus
expressed the advantages of designing a virtual landscape through the eyes of diverse historical
actors: “you saw the different warfronts from different perspectives; you don’t usually explore
the Nazi or French colonial soldier’s viewpoint but with technology, you can tell a more
complete story.”
This week also featured the first instance in which I was able to explore all the prescheduled content, inquiry, discourse, and corresponding small group activity; up until this point,
time was not managed efficiently enough to allow for this collaborative extension exercise. As a
result, Google Docs was not utilized as a data collection tool beyond the pilot study. Participants
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reacted positively toward the experience of portraying propaganda ministers responsible for
developing competing Axis and Allied captions for the same World War II photograph. Because
the pupils were randomly assigned seats upon entry, it was intriguing to note the various
relationships that flourished as the nine-week investigation progressed. Doug and Sumi, two
students who had never interacted prior to the study, merrily manufactured a historically accurate
propaganda message (see Appendix R/Fig. 25). Months after the research concluded, memories
such as this one persist, proving Battlefield V was deserving of the highest frequency of the
following codes: communal bonding, experiential enjoyment, and time management.
“A simplistic, cliché-ridden pile of dross that you will turn into magic.”
Grand Theft Auto V – Week Eight
As this was the final week of data collection, I aimed to design a lesson that would leave
the participants with an enhanced appreciation for the instructional potential built into seemingly
vacuous COTS. Week eight tailored two underappreciated environmental milestones in
American history together: the roots of the preservation movement and the construction of the
Los Angeles aqueduct. To capture the rugged beauty encompassed by the Sierra Nevada
mountain range, I enlisted the visual assistance of Grand Theft Auto V, a game that is typically
associated with senseless violence and recurrent controversy. In the hands of an erudite educator,
however, the open world virtual simulation can induce inspired dialogue while showcasing
numerous Golden State landmarks. Although the supporting primary sources for this session
were selected from the late 19th and early 20th century, the contemporary California landscape
depicted in the video game accurately reveals the scars of the state’s past.
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In my effort to capture the splendor of the unblemished countryside, I led the participants
in a close reading of the journal entries of John Muir, America’s (and California’s) earliest nonNative preservationist. Potent discussion emerged out of the toxic relationships most modern
humans have with the outdoors, as Cyrus demonstrated in the following excerpt: “Walking in
nature revives us from our overreliance on industry and allows us to wash away the sins inflicted
by machinery; we return to our original form. Humans should be interconnected with nature but
instead we are devouring it like a parasite does to its host.” When we reached a natural pause in
the flow of the conversation, I employed the visual stimulus of Grand Theft Auto V to lead the
students in a cable car ride through the fictional equivalent of Yosemite National Park. While the
game developers may invoke poetic license with the naming of notable California landmarks, the
graphics convey meticulous accuracy.
While surveying the virtual scenery, we debated the conservation versus preservation
movements, with participants weighing the cost of progress in terms of lives and resources lost.
Alphonse ardently expressed his distaste for plundering the Earth, citing the words penned by
Theodore Roosevelt after his fateful 1903 camping trip with Muir: “It motivates me to know that
even back then a president cherished the wildlife and was emotionally moved by it. If we don’t
protect our planet, we will sacrifice our morals.” At this stage of lesson, I decided to shift the
focus to how the philosophy of land management has evolved over the centuries and throughout
cultures. From the early 20th century onward, some ethnically European Americans began
reexamining the environmental decisions of their opportunistic immigrant ancestors. The tireless
crusade of Muir, Roosevelt, and their allies generated the National Park Service Act, which
safeguarded millions of unspoiled acres from development.
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Although this legislation is a monumental ecological milestone, the boundaries of
protected federal land do not extend endlessly, and urban expansion often takes precedent. The
controversial Los Angeles aqueduct construction project served as a natural case study for an
investigation into multiple perspectives impacted by metropolitan growth. Taking the controls of
a helicopter, I staged an aerial excursion around the region benefitting and suffering from the
engineering marvel. After I accompanied this panoramic view with primary source photographs
and newspaper articles, the participants were unable to reach an agreement on whether a city
deserves the lion’s share of natural resources. Gio and others were even sympathetic to the acts
of terrorism perpetrated by the farmers of Owens Valley, the area sucked dry of water to support
Los Angeles’ burgeoning population. After witnessing the corresponding arid conditions within
the game, he asked, “Was LA truly more deserving of the water than Owens Valley? I don’t
think so since lives were lost and the rural communities lost their property”, to which Cyrus
replied, “You can’t just pick up and move a city; you need to think about the long-term survival
of the species.”
To repair the contentious state the community was in after this exercise concluded, I
elected to introduce the extension simulation activity earlier than scheduled, hoping to capitalize
on the enthusiasm from last week. Participants once again split off into randomized pairs, each
representing a stakeholder affected by Ethiopia’s current water crisis. My objective was to
reframe the historical trade-off between preservation and progress as an ongoing, relevant global
issue. Brandon, for example, represented the Oromo peoples of the Guji zone who are at war
with their neighbors over access to resources. He understood the difficulty of the drought-driven
dilemma, acknowledging that “the plan to share water relies on international diplomacy in a
region where countries are historically stubborn.”
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The final phases of this lesson, like previous weeks, featured a moment for reflection
where the participants shared their highlights and critiques of the DGBL. I would be remiss if I
did not share Alphonse’s summative statement from this moment:
“I would not have changed anything overall. The primary sources perfectly related to
Grand Theft Auto V’s simulated world. It was sad to see how the area suffered throughout
the years but was certainly a memorable experience. I enjoyed all the dissertation
meetings immensely, each one improved from the last. We learned more history in two
months than two semesters of eighth grade coursework taught us.”
Such glowing praise could not have been possible without my quick-witted technological
troubleshooting prior to the session starting. During a test run of the gameplay, I determined the
Xbox 360 required an update that was unable to be downloaded via the school’s firewalled
ethernet. While on the brink of driving home to perform the necessary installation, I shrewdly
remembered I could connect the console to my cell phone’s data plan.
The lesson could now move forward as planned but this served as a panicked reminder of
the fickle nature of technology; within a matter of days, a COTS video game might demand an
updated version that totally prohibits gameplay. Grand Theft Auto V’s provocative nature may be
intimidating, but in the hands of a capable educator, it can incite critical, meaningful discourse;
in this instance, the simulation achieved the greatest frequency of the following qualitative
codes: controversial discussions and multiple perspectives.
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“A childish mind will turn to noble ambition.”
Midpoint/Concluding Semi-Structured Interview & Slack Backchannel
Since the same probing questions listed on pages 71-72 were employed for the midpoint
and concluding interview sessions, I chose to combine my findings into one section and take
some narrative liberty with the chronology. The midpoint semi-structured dialogue transpired the
morning after week four’s Assassin’s Creed Syndicate lesson; in hindsight, I should have
reevaluated this meeting time, as the early arrival trimmed our typical turnout in half.
Participants began the discussion by commenting on how the weekly gatherings have
sparked hallway conversations and strengthened relationships between them. While many of the
pupils knew one another from previous or current classes, in addition to the video game club, the
seating randomization of each session compelled collaboration regardless of the partners’ social
history. Bobby shared the academic benefits of sitting next to someone new each week, as “you
learn to consider a different point of view and develop your communication skills.” The positive
and negative elements of the lessons were also informally chatted about amongst the study
group, as well as relayed to family members.
The discourse then shifted to video games serving as a different entry point for social
studies concepts, thereby maturing players’ critical thinking skills. Joe emphasized how the
virtual simulations function as a secondary source to complement the historical documents,
photographs, or film footage. Contemporary ruins can be resurrected by COTS developers, as
Jack expresses in the following statement: “The games provide us with an alternate visual aid, as
they capture past lifestyles. In week one’s lesson, we read about how ancient Egypt would
practice discrimination based on one’s race and class; we then viewed this mistreatment in
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Assassin’s Creed Odyssey when the avatar explored the poor conditions miners were subjected to
inside a limestone quarry.” As this was a phenomenological study, my objective was never to
measure content knowledge acquisition before and after each week’s lesson.
Nonetheless, I am confident that through my methodology, participants exited this study
with more exposure to social studies curricula than when they started. Fallout IV, for example,
proved particularly meaningful for Luke, as it portrayed “the collapse of social structures and a
potential reality if countries are not careful with their nuclear weapons.” While the instructional
delivery method proved overwhelmingly beneficial, pupils were uncertain of its feasibility in a
traditional classroom setting. Bobby was brazenly honest in his explanation of why he doubts
DGBL will achieve widespread appeal: “It’s certainly enjoyable, but I don’t think a lot of
teachers would use this approach since education hasn’t changed for 100 years, so it probably
won’t change now. I think a lot of teachers, no offense, are too lazy to set something like this up
- even if it’s only once a week.”
Besides the hefty frontloading incurred by the instructor, students are also expected to
preview the lesson’s textual and visual content, also known as the flipped classroom model.
Several participants articulated that these primary sources were often too complex to fully absorb
their meaning, and they were appreciative of the insight provided by their peers. While we were
on the topic of how I could improve the remainder of the data collection period, I asked the
group if they would label me as an informed, prepared learning facilitator. Their feedback was
constructive and reaffirming, as Jack conveyed in his answer: “Ignoring your rusty play control,
you are planning out original and engaging lessons. I especially enjoyed how we are focusing on
the people who are not typically covered in classrooms, discussing how their lives were
influenced by others’ actions.”
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Before the midpoint interview concluded, pupils shared mixed reactions related to their
experience with the study’s text-based responses. Some assessed the option as critical to their
participation and expression, while others contended it limited their ability to effectively vocalize
their thoughts. Luke divulged that he speaks his thoughts better than having to type them within
a certain time/text limit. “If people are actively listening to my comments, I can change them as
needed. Given the limits of Nearpod, we can only type 250 characters per entry; when speaking
you talk 1000 or more characters, unless you are boring.” Alphonse also recognized the need to
preserve traditional classroom dialogue, admitting that while he may be a swift typist, others may
struggle with their writing or prefer to speak their opinions.
Four weeks later, the participants reconvened for the concluding semi-structured
interview. The session convened after school on the day following the week eight lesson, which
produced a larger audience than the midpoint meeting. Seeing as the discussion questions were
identical, much of the conversation took a similar direction, with a few notable exceptions. Jack
openly disclosed how over the course of the study, he had bonded with Bobby and Alphonse
over their shared love of social studies and video games. “We played a lot of Battlefield V
together, and they frequently imparted their knowledge of history. When we examined World
War II propaganda, they taught me all about the Donald and Daffy Duck cartoons before the
lesson even started.”
Doug applauded the lessons’ structure, as the virtual simulations coincided with the
primary sources to bring the curricular concepts to life. “Most students will relate to video
games. I have played a good amount of the titles we used, which helped me because I developed
background knowledge. I believe this made the experience more stimulating, and I can
absolutely see this technique brought into the classroom.” Luke described each week’s COTS
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selection as the “meat and potatoes” of each lesson, admitting that although he initially deemed
the setup unrealistic, his feelings have evolved: “After multiple weeks of experiencing the
gameplay as the garnish for the primary sources, I feel confidently this can be an advantageous
instructional approach. However, due to the time and technological constraints, most educators
will not adopt this method.”
I wish to close by reporting on the Slack backchannel used by participants to
communicate more informally as the lessons unfolded. While most students did log into the chat
rooms weekly, limited virtual dialogue transpired. I created two “channels” for their textual and
media input: #random and #general. Most of the conversation took place on #random, which can
be summarized as a portal for off-topic socializing and memetic referencing (see Appendix
S/Fig. 26). This result hardly shocked me, as I informed students to use the virtual space to speak
freely. Having taught secondary students for over a decade, I can attest to most adolescent banter
revolving around passing trends and memes.
The #general channel was designed for questions or comments directly related to the
lesson and was used much more infrequently. The most meaningful exchange occurred during
week one’s Assassin’s Creed Origins lesson, when Joe asked how to read hieroglyphics and
Luke provided him with an alphabet translation. On the day of the final meeting, Doug
concluded the chat log with the touching message: “Not going to lie, I’m going to miss all of
you.”
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“Wisdom and balance lie in knowing your nature over time.”
Data Analysis Procedure
After the participants exchanged farewells and the nine-week inquiry culminated, I turned
my attention to the lengthy transcription process that awaited me. With the aid of an assistant, I
transliterated hours of audio captured on the digital recorder, interjecting video footage as needed
to clarify any uncertainties. The GoPro HERO5 provided an additional microphone for soft
speakers like Doug and Sumi, as well as visually identified rapid responders such as Luke and
Alphonse. In hindsight, I should have listened to and recorded the audio promptly after each
session ended; instead, I uploaded the audiovisual material to the university’s Box server and
revisited each week once the study concluded. While the 90-minute lessons and semi-structured
interviews required hours to transcribe accurately, my post-meeting oral reflections (previously
referred to as field notes) proved effortless to capture textually. Since the microphone was
stationed adjacent to my mouth, the audio quality was clear enough to employ voice recognition
software – giving my fingertips a much-needed rest.
Once the speaking was recorded, I organized the participants’ textual and image-based
replies captured via Poll Everywhere, Nearpod, and Slack. This process ranged in difficulty from
downloading prepackaged .pdf files to screenshotting students’ statements. The final step of this
data preparation stage involved scanning pupils’ analog answers, as many lessons were
scaffolded with papers serving as graphic organizers or extension activities. The multiple data
formats were then uploaded to Dedoose, where they were tagged according to source (e.g. Poll
Everywhere preliminary survey, Nearpod text, field notes, etc.) and corresponding video game
title (e.g. Assassin’s Creed 3, Battlefield 1, Grand Theft Auto V, no game present, etc.). Now that
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the nine weeks of content had been transcribed, digitized, and organized, it was time to proceed
with the qualitative coding analysis.
While pursuing patterns within the social studies-themed discussions, I turned to
Saldaña’s (2009) six suggestions for discerning thematic trends: similarity, difference,
frequency, sequence, correspondence, and causation. These indicators supplied me with an
invaluable foundation to ground my investigation as I combed through dozens of seemingly
disconnected documents. For instance, participants would frequently relate their memories of a
video game’s narrative with the content explored in the lesson. As he examined primary source
photographs of Indian Residential Schools, Gio recalled how a Native American character from
Red Dead Redemption 2 struggled to justify peace in exchange for the surrender of his people’s
cultural identity. After listening to my audio field notes, I detected that the voracity of content I
wished to explore each week directly corresponded with my ability to facilitate analytical
dialogue through executive decision-making. The open-ended, constructivist theoretical
framework undergirding this study created countless moments where I had to assist or derail
thought-provoking but off-topic discourse. To reinforce my judgment, I interpreted the
immediacy of each participant’s comment based on its correlation to the Next Generation
Sunshine State Standards for social studies.
My resulting codes were also compiled according to Creswell’s (2005) classification for
dividing data into the following themes: ordinary, unexpected, hard-to-classify, major/minor, and
interconnecting. Although much of what I predicted in the preceding chapter did unfold, nuanced
qualities of each week emerged organically and unpredictably, often leading to concepts that
were challenging to classify. For example, I suspected that invoking a virtual simulation as a
secondary source would provide a different entry point for students; however, I did not suspect
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that by pairing the game with a corresponding film (Battlefield 1 and Lawrence of
Arabia/Gallipoli), pupils could reimagine the journal entries of World War I soldiers more
meaningfully. This nebulous transmedia experience, unique to week six, was coded within
Dedoose as experiential enjoyment, expressing empathy, multiple perspectives, participant
engagement, social studies content knowledge, and vivid, virtual imagery. The annotated event
joined the ranks of the other 14 thematic families that categorized the nine weeks of collection:
communal bonding, content criticism, content overload, content uncertainty, controversial
discussions, independent investigation, memetic referencing, non-social studies content
knowledge, off-topic socializing, participant assistance, participant mortality, technological
challenges, time management, and video game content knowledge (see Appendix T/Table 3).
With 85 uniquely coded documents comprised of questionnaires, semi-structured
interviews, small group collaborative activities, dialogic discussions, digital data collection
platforms, audiovisual recordings, and Slack conversation logs, I feel confidently my data has
reached its saturation point according to Ryan and Bernard’s (2004) guidelines. In the interest of
full disclosure, participants were counted individually for the occurrence of a specific qualitative
code (Hannah & Lautsch, 2010). To illustrate this point, when Joe correctly labeled the
hieroglyphics (Appendix P/Fig. 23), I cataloged his instance of “social studies content
knowledge” separately from his peers who only received partial credit. The findings from these
thematic occurrences, which will be outlined in the subsequent section, were generated in
collaboration with a colleague in my dissertation cohort who shares my affinity for instructional
technology, thereby enhancing the interrater reliability (Shapiro et al., 1995). To illustrate this
meticulous process, I have included a screenshot of a color-coded transcription of Week Three
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using the Dedoose software (see Appendix U/Fig. 27); the presence of both warm and cool
shades represents the confluence of opinion between my colleague and myself.
“The closer you get to the light, the greater your shadow becomes.”
Evaluating the Findings
Now that I have outlined the individual stages of my data collection and analysis process,
it is time to elucidate some overall trends. While my findings are not generalizable, as this is a
phenomenological case study, I believe there may be some emergent, universal themes that
transcend student demographics. The most frequently appearing code excerpt, social studies
content knowledge, demonstrates that the “mature” rated video games selected redefine their
association with sensationalized violence and obscene language. All titles were thoughtfully tied
to academic standards, ethically presented, and evocatively connected to historical events. By
remaining solely in control of the gameplay, I eliminated the pressure to engage in in-game
bloodshed, creating a safe space for higher-order discussion. Although producing pupil curricular
growth was never my objective, my findings validate that the participants responded accurately
and enthusiastically throughout the social studies-themed lessons.
The next three most commonly occurring codes (multiple perspectives; vivid, virtual
imagery; expressing empathy) underscore the methodology’s ability to provide a platform to
investigate historical actors or contentious topics that are usually absent from secondary
classrooms. During our digital expedition into the past, I directed the game’s avatar to diverse
regions of the map that corresponded with the provocative, primary source-driven dialogue. For
example, week two’s Assassin’s Creed Odyssey showcased the societal differences between the
city-states of Athens and Sparta. By complementing Xenophon’s Athenian critique with a virtual
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landscape depicting the contrasting urban layouts, the participants were privy to alternative
viewpoints and systems of government; as a result, they connected more compassionately with
the often-complicated content (see Appendix V). This authentic, artifact-based inquiry into the
competing ideologies of the Classical Greek world serves as exemplar of my methodology’s
capacity to stage conversations in which participants build upon each other’s critical commentary
to collectively conduct the richest analysis possible.
The last three notable codes I wish to address (experiential enjoyment; participant
engagement; technological challenges) cropped up in at least 30 instances and highlighted the
three levels of discussion present within this study: polls, written responses, and face-to-face
interactions. Although they are all considered varieties of conversation, I was able to extract
more consequential data from the verbal discourse. Be that as it may, I designed the instructional
format to provide equal time to both digital and traditional dialogue to attract different
communication styles. My findings support this decision, as students recurrently expressed their
enhanced focus on content and overall satisfaction with the instructional delivery. By relying so
heavily on technology, however, my lessons ran into regular roadblocks which required on-thespot troubleshooting; I would dissuade any educator who identifies as a video game novice from
pursuing this methodology.
The Dedoose software proved pivotal for data analysis procedure, enabling me to
compile a complete list of qualitative code appearances, represented as a word cloud located in
Appendix W/Figure 28. While visually appealing, I determined the program’s capability to
compute the highest code co-occurrences to be its most valuable feature. Dedoose calculated 23
occasions in which vivid, virtual imagery appeared with experiential enjoyment, indicating a
distinct relationship between video game environments and educational stimulation. Equally
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significant, there were 22 cases of multiple perspectives pairing with expressing empathy and the
same number of instances for social studies content knowledge correlating with multiple
perspectives. These connections speak to the study’s strength as a tool to impart more inclusive,
expressive curricula grounded in primary sources. By exposing pupils to conflicting voices, they
are challenged to peel back the black and white and expose the complexity of the past.
I wish to conclude this chapter by addressing the researcher positionality questions posed
on page 84. My responses will be modeled after the themes accumulated throughout the nine
weeks of reflective audio field notes recorded after each data collection session. As an avid
consumer of video games, I had to be cognizant throughout my research to separate my biases
from my technological enthusiasm. As much as I hoped COTS titles would emerge as the
panacea for stagnating student interest in social studies, I recognized that the participants must
come to this conclusion independently. Although I do have history with most of the study group,
whether as their teacher or video game club sponsor, I fostered a culture of openness and respect
that motivated candid student responses.
Since these pupils primarily come from privileged socioeconomic backgrounds, the
majority had firsthand experience with the video game titles selected for my methodology.
Realizing this, my positionality evolved over the study’s timeline to accentuate my
commonalities with the participants. If a student interjected a tangential topic into the discussion,
I would regularly indulge them, emphasizing that their perspective mattered. It is my belief that a
constructivist dialogue should remain fluid and organic, but a seasoned educator understands
when to redirect the conversation to its intended objective. By reflecting on my instructional
practices immediately after each week’s session, I consciously challenged myself to improve the
shortcomings suffered throughout the research process. In my final chapter, I will address these
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limitations in detail, in addition to outlining the study’s overall suppositions, potential
ramifications, and recommendations for future investigation.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
“It’s a secret to everybody.”
Teaching with and for Discussion
While standardized data sets such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress
possess inherent value within the academic community, they fail to address the essence of my
principal research question: what are students’ perceptions related to social studies content as
they engage in digital simulations? To investigate this overlooked phenomenon, I set out to
develop immersive classroom discussion around the virtual landscapes, thereby facilitating
thoughtful reflection focused on social studies and media literacy concepts. When framing these
lessons, my objectives consistently emphasized critical analysis, open-ended writing, questioning
the answer, and student-centered outcomes.

However, before any of this stimulating erudition came to fruition, I forged a culture of
authentic dialogue; my capacity to inspire confidence complemented my capability to
communicate the state-mandated content. While weaving my flexible web of fluid conversation
starters, I held my participants accountable to the standard of evidence-based opinions and openmindedness towards the minority perspective (Scriber & Cole, 1981). To ensure this conclusion,
I attempted to “teach with and for discussion”, a practice in which Parker and Hess (2001)
explicitly employ dialogic methods to convey the worth, purposes, types, and procedures of the
subject matter far more acutely than simply skimming the curricular standard. I provided
students with the necessary scaffolding to ensure their traditional and text-based discussion
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comments are topical, respectful, and reflective. To aid in this effort, pupils were initially
provided with a series of templates to form their responses, which were reduced and ultimately
removed once they achieved dialogic self-sufficiency. This strategy instilled pupils with the
means to formulate thought-provoking verbal and textual responses, thus enhancing the quality
and longevity of classroom discourse.

My success, therefore, rested upon my ability to tap into what Rodgers and Raider-Roth
(2006) refer to as my presentness. “This phenomenon occurs when one comes to see the other
and allows one’s self to be seen. Like love, presence offers us a moral imperative, a
psychological stance and an intellectual trajectory that can root the world of teaching and
learning in its essential purpose, the creation of a just and democratic society” (p. 280). I ensured
that my mental awareness decelerated enough to observe students’ interactions with the social
studies content, taking note of my reactions to the discourse and my pupils’ learning. To be
present means to reach equilibrium with my students, connecting to the classroom culture,
subject matter, and myself.
These social practices functioned as an organic form of literacy, instructing me in the art
of navigating various communal groups, whether high school pupils or avid video gamers (Gee,
2013, 2015). I learned to balance more traditional methods of instruction with modern
technological trends, thereby increasing student enjoyment and fostering a link between past and
present. Musselman et al. (2018) urge the deployment of social studies-themed media to augment
discussion and highlight the content’s relevance to teenage sociodynamics.
As Socrates scorned the transition from spoken to written word, many contemporary
scholars are equally apprehensive to shift to digital transformations in fear of forfeiting vital
information. Long (2017) likens this viewpoint to the early 19th-century “bibliomania” that swept
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through the upper classes of Europe, a pseudo-psychological illness that induced a frenzy for
amassing rare and first edition copies of books. Just as the cure for this hoarding behavior
emerged with the commercialization of books via the steam-powered printing press, I believe
that history will repeat itself and skeptics will embrace virtual communication as a rational
exchange of ideas. Additional studies such as mine are necessary to assess the impact virtual
worlds play on the perceptions of participants, particularly how these immersive landscapes can
alter our social behaviors (Davis, 2018).
“Every lie contains the truth and every truth contains a lie.”
The Immediacy of Media Literacy
Whether students are socializing in the cafeteria, getting to and from school, or enjoying
their weekends at home, they are undoubtedly inundated with the media-infused lifestyle we
have embraced as a staple of modernity. As such, it behooves educators to articulate the best
practices for evaluating the merits of this constant, ubiquitous media buffet invading our senses.
Once pupils fully comprehend the notion that all media messages are constructed for precise
purposes and embedded with certain points of view, they will develop a deeper awareness for
how these messages influence our beliefs, attitudes, and the democratic process. The National
Association for Media Literacy Education (or NAMLE) first issued their Core Principles of
Media Literacy Education in the United States in 2007, an indispensable document that often
goes underutilized by practitioners but proves instrumental in shaping the tenets of digital
citizenship (Martens & Hobbs, 2015).
Since much of my research rests upon student understanding of how multimedia depicts
social studies topics, NAMLE’s Key Questions for Media Literacy Education (see Appendix
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X/Fig. 29) functioned as a valuable guide for framing the foci of my discussions. Because all
media messages are biased, students must develop the proficiency for interpreting the substance,
source, and significance of the bias. By covering the rights and responsibilities of the First
Amendment in the classroom, educators can produce citizens who are skeptical, not cynical;
NAMLE (2020) stresses the importance of not indoctrinating students but facilitating the ability
for them to arrive at enlightened choices consistent with their core values.
Renee Hobbs, the founder of the Media Education Lab at the University of Rhode Island,
has worked very closely with NAMLE since its inception, tailoring her academic career to
strengthening media education for the 21st-century learner. She has consistently deduced that
students who received media literacy instruction were “more likely to recognize the complex
blurring of information, entertainment, and economics that are present in contemporary nonfiction media” (Hobbs & Frost, 2003). To prepare for the demands of an interconnected, highspeed future, pupils must cultivate a more nuanced understanding of interpreting evidence in a
myriad of media formats, competently identifying an author’s purposes and intended target
audiences. In a 2005 article directed at correcting educational omissions within the state of
Pennsylvania (but applicable nationwide), Hobbs prescribed the following five remedies for
addressing the disconnect between classroom practices and our media saturation:
1. The media arts teach students how to communicate effectively and creatively using the
new technologies of visual and auditory communication.
2. The media arts give students the critical skills to ensure that they control the images they
see or hear, rather than let those images control them.
3. The media arts emphasize the importance of understanding and respecting the personal,
cultural, and historical contexts of media.
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4. The media arts are oriented towards the meaningful use of knowledge – the ability to
apply classroom analysis to the world in which they live.
5. The media arts emphasize a process of inquiry-based, cross-disciplinary, collaborative
approach to learning.
Hobbs’ research also addresses the negative elements that result from a steady diet of
classroom media. Educators at all levels have become increasingly dependent on allowing pupils
to learn through viewing, as this practice also accomplishes behaviorist goals: calming down
agitated adolescents, plugging them in when a substitute teacher is unavailable, or opting for a
video to consume the entire period when a teacher is unprepared for a lesson (Hobbs, 2006). Her
examination into this “electronic babysitting” displays that many instructors employ mass media
in routine ways without much explicit reflection on their pedagogical objectives. “It is ironic
that, while video usage is common in American public schools, many teachers have not fully
thought through their own educational goals and rationales for using these materials in the
classroom” (Hobbs, 2006, p. 47). It is my hope, therefore, that by purposefully staging a critical
discourse around social studies-themed virtual simulations, students will grow more cognizant of
multimedia’s role in shaping their sociocultural identities.
“Only a mind free of impediments is capable of grasping the chaotic beauty of the world.”
Limitations
As much as I would love to cast my ethnographic expedition as a resounding success, I
would be shirking my ethical responsibilities if I failed to address the faults encountered during
data collection, in addition to the methodology’s obstacles constraining its widespread adoption
(Creswell, 2005). Since I tackled the preconceived limitations of existing student-teacher
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relationships, participant mortality, and technological difficulties in my results chapter, I will
devote this section to the study’s novel shortcomings annotated during the analysis process.
Initially, student engagement was recorded at disappointing levels. During the early
stages of the study, participants’ verbal contributions were limited and more guarded; discussion
was typically driven by their digital, typed responses to my probing questions posed through
Nearpod. The latter half of the data collection process, however, yielded engrossed
conversations, rich in displays of social studies content knowledge and higher-order thinking.
Once social barriers were relaxed and the students developed a rapport outside of the research,
their collaboration skills improved along with the overall quality of the discourse. I acknowledge
that certain demographics may respond differently to my methodology, but these particular
pupils grew increasingly more captivated by the lesson design over the course of the nine weeks.
Next, I wish to delve into the drawbacks curbing extensive instructional implementation
of this approach. Educators must juggle an oftentimes overwhelming assortment of
responsibilities. Whether they are surrendering their weekends to grading and lesson planning or
counseling students on major life decisions, a teacher’s workday is never finished. It is therefore
difficult to imagine instructors willingly investing their remaining free time into embracing new
classroom techniques. This methodology requires hours devoted to gameplay mastery, content
familiarity, primary source preparation, digital lecture construction, and dialogue rehearsal. It is
illogical to expect an educator with inadequate video game experience to execute this discussionbased format with much success. Furthermore, the lessons typically lasted more than 90 minutes,
making them challenging to insert amidst the backdrop of standardized testing and rigorous
curricular demands.
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Last of all, macro environmental factors will prevent the enthusiastic support of this
instructional design. Regardless of the method in which I explain how virtual simulations will be
employed for educational purposes, a percentage of parents and administrators will not support
COTS titles with “mature” ratings. While more video game developers may include nonviolent
modes like Assassin’s Creed’s “Discovery Tour,” some stakeholders are conditioned to associate
the digital activity with malicious behavior. Additionally, constricted school budgets may not
allow for the equipment expenses, as new software releases currently cost $60 apiece. If this
classroom practice were accepted more broadly, institutions would ultimately incur added
expenditures to hire educational trainers to host professional development seminars. Although
potential for discussion-based, teacher-led gameplay abounds, I affirm this pedagogical tactic
best serves a niche segment of social studies instructors.
“Gotta catch ‘em all!”
Denouement
After copious hours invested into lesson planning, data collection, and analysis of my
findings, I have attained three significant conclusions derived from my research questions
initially proposed on page 18. First, participants enjoyed the coupling of social studies content
with vivid, virtual imagery, as it enabled them to empathetically evaluate multiple, conflicting
perspectives from the past. Second, COTS video games offer an alternative curricular entry
point, which can elicit higher-order discussions when paired with pointed, teacher-led inquiry.
Third, the combination of face-to-face and digital discourse can improve pupils’ interpersonal
skills, media literacy, and civic competency through informal DGBL standards.
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Since social studies courses regularly survey abstract concepts, instructors may struggle
to communicate this grey area to students effectively. My methodology challenged participants
each week to assess the video game-based environment as an extension of the corresponding
primary sources. Through careful virtual simulation selection, I tailored the DGBL objectives to
the complexities of the core material, which ranged from nuclear proliferation to land
management policies. Dynamic displays of critical thinking proved plentiful, affirming
Wainright’s (2014) notion that video games can function as valuable tools for negotiating
content often overlooked in more conventional classrooms. Once I coded my transcribed lessons
in Dedoose, the software confirmed the strength of social studies-themed COTS title as a
secondary source suited to interpret parallel points of view. Instead of dwelling on the mastery of
facts to recall, educators should be honing students’ analytical ability and tasking them to
evaluate intricate ideas (Rauscher, 2018).
However, these 21st-century literacy skills do not flourish in a traditional, lecture-driven
classroom. Several participants reported having learned more in this nine-week study than in
their entire high school history class experience, along with spurring relationships that continued
beyond the data collection period. Instead, instructors must develop pedagogical strategies that
harness pupils’ extracurricular interests, thereby finding common ground and increasing their
“buy-in.” Video games create such an entry point by way of their cultural capital, allowing
educators to harness their ability to engage students as independent historians who must consider
choice, cause, and effect while interrogating the past (McCall, 2012). Numerous examples of
consequential constuctivist ideas emerged throughout the data collection process, which I have
cataloged in Appendix Y/Table 4. While genuine potential for DGBL to develop higher-order
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thinking certainly exists, careful consideration must be paid to in-game data collection and
analysis tools (Van Vorhis & Paris, 2019).
Moreover, the teacher must be confident in his/her turn-by-turn decision-making, not
only regarding the gameplay but also dictating the direction of the discussion. By scaffolding
student responses with dialogue templates for them to utilize if needed, educators can ensure an
engaging, disciplined academic conversation. Lessons should also be structured in a hierarchical
manner that begins at the base of Bloom’s (1956) celebrated taxonomic pyramid (see Appendix
Z/Fig. 30) and advance to the more rigorous demands at the peak. For instance, during week one
of my study, discussion evolved from the identification of a single Egyptian hieroglyph to a
symbolic evaluation of the virtual Karnak Temple Complex.
Finally, as Kahne et al. reported in their 2009 landmark study, students’ civic proficiency
can be enhanced through a blend of video game simulations and teacher-led debate. By
employing the digital environment as a secondary source, instructors can contrast the landscape
with the primary source media, instilling invaluable knowledge concerning historical
misrepresentations. While rich in pedagogical promise, my methodology rests upon the
educational community’s commitment to the TPACK framework. I urge practitioners and
researchers alike to join this social movement that reimagines game-based learning as the
foundation for a constructivist classroom culture captivated by critical conversation. Such
thought-provoking dialogue speaks to COTS titles’ aptitude for staging consequential
cooperation that mobilizes student-centered creativity. Like Hoofd (2019), I am optimistic that
DGBL could reinvigorate youth’s passivity towards their democratic responsibilities. Bridging
the gap between textual and verbal discourse equips pupils with the collaborative skillset
required for success in an interconnected, globalized society.
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“I’ve got a present for ya!”
Repercussions of Research
Having summarized my conclusions from this phenomenological case study, I now wish
to examine its perceived implications for various stakeholders. If my methodology were
implemented in a social studies classroom, students would be challenged to adapt to the rigorous
demands of higher-order discussion. The strength of my instructional design, however, lies in its
collaborative nature, which would ostensibly produce improved interpersonal skills. Pupils who
struggle to contribute their opinions vocally in a traditional lecture format can now shape the
conversation with their digital textual input. In addition to providing enhanced opportunities to
communicate conclusions, my methodology coordinates with the other three dimensions of the
C3 framework; these lessons compel scholars to develop questions, apply disciplinary concepts,
and evaluate sources, thereby furthering the curricular themes espoused by the NCSS (2013a).
Besides student consequences, social studies educators would also be affected by the
adoption of this constructivist approach. Secondary teachers as well as the higher education
community would gain access to new pedagogical methods and materials. These tools, if
properly harnessed, could transmit subject manner more effectively and create critically
reflective, game-based learning cohorts. Pupils could also access these lessons remotely,
employing social studies instructors as virtual historical tour guides. These electronic
explorations would alternate between student-centered audiovisual discussion, Poll
Everywhere/Nearpod interaction, and screen mirroring of the digital landscape.
As Ferdig et al. (2020) advise, educators must consider unconventional approaches to
reach students amidst the uncertainty brought forth by the COVID-19 pandemic. With
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widespread quarantining forcing students to interact with their instructors digitally, teacher-led
video game-based lessons function as an engaging, pragmatic resource for families with limited
access to technology at home. Additionally, if my virtual learning technique gains notoriety, it
could initiate greater collaboration between COTS developers and educational entities. To impart
a more functional instructional toolbox, colleges of education may elect to model examples of
my methodology for current and prospective teachers.
“Don’t shoot! I’m with the science team!”
Suggestions for Additional Studies
Although this research offered beneficial insight into bridging the gap between education
and entertainment, future examinations need to be conducted. To begin, similar forthcoming
qualitative studies should increase the number of participants to simulate the average classroom
size; this number is capped at 25 students for Florida core classes such as social studies subjects
(Florida Department of Education, 2002). While 14 participants procured from a convenience
sample proved sufficient to reach my study’s saturation point, modifications must be made to
assess whether this teaching strategy is viable for wider use. It is worth noting that my
respondents represent video game enthusiasts, with some admitting to struggling socially and
academically in traditional scholastic formats. As an alternative, my methodology may appeal to
unorthodox learners, a percentage of whom are medically diagnosed with attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Virtual simulations, like the Food and Drug Administration’s
recent endorsement of EndeavorRx, may prove effective as therapeutic treatment to boost the
concentration of adolescents who struggle with ADHD (Canady, 2020).
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Besides acquiring a larger and more representative student sample, additional changes
must be applied to my methodology’s configuration. For example, participants voiced their
displeasure with the demand of the oftentimes verbose primary source documents assigned
throughout the nine-week study. To maximize discursive engagement and safeguard the success
of the flipped classroom model, future researchers should decrease the textual burden and
demonstrate desired conversational practices before the data collection process begins. My
earlier lessons were somewhat stymied by infrequent participation, as pupils were still adapting
to the expectations of my methodology. Fortunately, the vicariousness of the teacher-led
gameplay ultimately enhanced the collaboration, as students were eager to flaunt their video
game content knowledge in an academic setting.
Furthermore, I would advise supplementary semi-structured interviews and feedback
forms be administered throughout the length of the study. Even though I was able to extract eyeopening trends from my preliminary questionnaire and three small group meetings, I could have
compiled an even richer data set with an exit survey and biweekly gatherings. Also, the Slack
backchannel needs to be reconsidered, as participants displayed only negligible interest in
utilizing the platform to converse informally. Despite being very similar to Slack in design, I
would suggest Discord as an improved alternative since the “gaming community” considers the
application its de facto chat method (Anderson, 2019). Further investigation should also be
conducted into a live assessment tool with Poll Everywhere’s unlimited characters and
Nearpod’s collaborative magnetism, thereby eliminating the need for both.
To conclude, I recommend that future educational researchers unite with video game
advisors to alleviate potential technological hurdles. With the instructor working in tandem with
a gameplay consultant attuned to the pedagogical objectives of each lesson, data collection
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sessions would run more smoothly, and fresh COTS open world titles could be repurposed to
explore social studies content. Moreover, once the price of virtual reality headsets become more
cost-effective for widespread student use, educators should consider applying my methodology
to stage an even more immersive, teacher-guided experience.
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Appendix A
Origin of Video Game-Inspired Subsection Titles
“Now you’re playing with power.” (Prologue) Nintendo NES advertisement, 1986
“If all else fails, use fire.” (Evaluating ‘Edutainment’) Zelda II: The Adventures of Link, 1987
“All your base are belong to us.” (Roots of Gaming) Zero Wing, 1992
“I don’t want to set the world on fire…” (Early Computing) Fallout 3, 2008
“What is bravery, without a dash of recklessness?” (The Birth of the Video Game ‘Fad’) Dark Souls, 2011
“Dreams have a nasty habit of going bad when you’re not looking.” (New Directions) Max Payne, 2001
“True victory is to give all of yourself, without regret.” (The Console Wars) Street Fighter Alpha 3, 1998
“The harder you have to try, the more points you deserve!” (Innovative Technologies) Oregon Trail, 1971
“You have completed a great game and proved the justice of our culture.” (Contemporary Game Studies)
Ghostbusters, 1987
Zombies Ate My Neighbors, 1993 (The Rise of a Social Movement)
“Do a barrel roll!” (Praise for the Instructional Benefits of Simulations) Star Fox 64, 1997
“Does this unit have a soul?” (Criticism of Game-Based Learning in Social Studies) Mass Effect 3, 2012
“Who are you, that do not know your history?” (Purpose of the Study & Research Questions) Fallout New Vegas,
2010
“Take any one you want.” (Learning Preferences & Game Genres) The Legend of Zelda, 1986
“Be wise. Be safe. Be aware” (Rationale) Half-Life 2, 2004
“We all make choices, but in the end our choices make us.” (Theoretical Framework) BioShock, 2007
“It is dangerous to go alone, take this!” (Definition of Terms) The Legend of Zelda, 1986
“Don’t wish it were easier, wish you were better.” (Harnessing the Technology of Tomorrow, Today) Animal
Crossing, 2001
“Finish him!” (Reflective Summary) Mortal Kombat, 1992

“Time flows like a river and history repeats…” (Fusing Past with Future) Secret of Mana, 1993
“Science isn’t about why! It’s about why not!” (The Absence of Rich Qualitative Data) Portal 2, 2011
“A Slime draws near! Command?” (The Instructional Paradigm Shift of Constructivist Social Studies) Dragon
Warrior, 1986
“A hero need not speak. When he is gone, the world will speak for him.” (Man: A Course of Study) Halo, 2001
“A winner is you!” (Core Constructivist Principles) Pro Wrestling, 1986
“I am Error.” (Critiques of Constructivism) Zelda II: The Adventures of Link, 1987
“Hello! You found my shop of strange and wonderful things!” (TPACK and the Impact of Technology on
Constructivism) Super Mario Bros. 3, 1988
“The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.” (21st-Century Citizenship) Wing Commander IV, 1996
“Every action has the potential to fill or empty one’s heart.” (New Economies for Learning) Street Fighter Alpha 3,
1998
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“Steel wins battles. Gold wins wars.” (Historical Perspective of the Study) DOTA 2, 2013
“A man chooses; a slave obeys.” (Student Motivation for Game-Based Instruction) BioShock, 2007
“If history only remembers one in a thousand of us, then the future will be filled with stories of who we were and
what we did.” (The Instructor’s Impact on a Simulation’s Success) Battlefield 1, 2016
“Nothing is true, everything is permitted.” (Inquiry Through Immersion) Assassin’s Creed, 2007
“What do you say! Try buying from me.” (Transmedia Triumphs) Kid Icarus, 1986
“You have died of dysentery.” (416 2/3 Days of Gaming) Oregon Trail, 1971
Altered Beast, 1988 (The Composition of Curriculum Theory)
Tech Romancer, 1998 (Engaging Teaching Strategies)
Kirby’s Epic Yarn, 2010 (Game Selection)
“The cake is a lie.” (The Interdisciplinary Nexus of Game-Based Learning) Portal, 2007
“Sonic’s the name, speed’s my game.” (Live Assessment Tools) Sonic the Hedgehog, 1991
“The game doesn’t start until you say YES.” (The Social Nature of Gaming) Rambo, 1987
“The right man in the wrong place can make all the difference in the world.” (Improving the “Uptake” of
Controversial Discussion) Half-Life 2, 2004
“It’s a sad thing that your adventures have ended here!!” (Discussion Drawbacks) Shadowgate, 1987
“You need peace of mind. I will meditate with you.” (Educator Successes) Faxanadu, 1988
“Don’t have negative thoughts. Remember your mantra.” (Face-To-Face vs. Threaded Discussion) Faxanadu, 1988
“Welcome to Warp Zone!” (Digital Presentation Tools) Super Mario Bros., 1985
Gauntlet, 1985 (Concluding Synopsis)

“Never give up. Trust your instincts.” (A Personal Narrative) Star Fox 64, 1997
“Stay a while and listen.” (Outlining Objectives) Diablo II, 2000
“A sword wields no strength unless the hands that hold it have courage.” (Research Design) The Legend of Zelda:
Twilight Princess, 2006
“It’s much easier to be given a place to belong than to make one for yourself.” (Site and Participant Selection)
Xenogears, 1998
“Wanting something does not give you the right to have it.” (Ethical Dimensions of Proposed Research) Assassin’s
Creed II, 2009
“Let’s attack aggressively!” (Pilot Study Blueprint) Contra III: The Alien Wars, 1992
“It’s about respecting the will of others and believing in your own.” (Data Collection) Metal Gear Solid 4, 2008
“It’s super effective!” (Analyzing the Discourse) Pokémon, 1996
“Prepare for unforeseen consequences.” (Preliminary Limitations and Difficulties) Half-Life 2, 2004
“I’m invincible!” (Researcher Positionality) Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles II: The Arcade Game, 1989
“Take a key for coming in!” (Final Contemplations) Super Ghosts ‘N Goblins, 1991

“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step." (Reviewing the Purpose of the Study) Okami, 2006
“We are the stories we live, the tales we tell ourselves.” (Preliminary Survey/Semi-Structured Interview) Assassin’s
Creed: Revelations, 2011
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“But then, in the 21st century, people awoke from the American Dream.” (Pilot Study) Fallout IV, 2015
“We are Medjay, son, not barbarians.” (Week One) Assassin’s Creed Origins, 2017
“It was different in the beginning. It wasn't about destruction; it was about redirection.” (Week Two) Assassin’s
Creed Odyssey, 2018
“Beware of the easy path. Knowledge grows only through challenge” (Week Three) Assassin’s Creed 3, 2012
“I’m no criminal; I just do as a I please.” (Week Four) Assassin’s Creed Syndicate, 2015
“We can’t change what’s done; we can only move on.” (Week Five) Red Dead Redemption 2, 2018
“Behind every gun sight is a human being.” (Week Six) Battlefield 1, 2016
“Suffering is the same in every language.” (Week Seven) Battlefield V, 2018
“A simplistic, cliché-ridden pile of dross that you will turn into magic.” (Week Eight) Grand Theft Auto V. 2013
“A childish mind will turn to noble ambition.” (Midpoint/Concluding Semi-Structured Interview & Slack
Backchannel) The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time, 1998
“Wisdom and balance lie in knowing your nature over time.” (Data Analysis Procedure) Thief II, 2000
“The closer you get to the light, the greater your shadow becomes.” (Evaluating the Findings) Kingdom Hearts,
2002

“It’s a secret to everybody.” (Teaching with and for Discussion) The Legend of Zelda, 1986
“Every lie contains the truth and every truth contains a lie.” (The Immediacy of Media Literacy) Suikoden II, 1998
“Only a mind free of impediments is capable of grasping the chaotic beauty of the world.” (Limitations) Assassin’s
Creed, 2007
“Gotta catch ‘em all!” (Denouement) Pokémon Red/Blue, 1998
“I’ve got a present for ya!” (Repercussions of Research) Command & Conquer, 1995
“Don’t shoot! I’m with the science team!” (Suggestions for Additional Studies) Half-Life, 1998
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Appendix B/Figure 15
Juul’s (2005) Model of Standard Game Definitions

Note. From Half-real: Video games between real rules and fictional worlds (p. 56) by J. Juul.
Copyright 2005, MIT Press. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix C/Figure 16
Granic, Lobel, & Engles’ (2013) Conceptual map of the main genres of video games (with examples)

Note. From “The benefits of playing video games” by I. Granic, A. Lobel, and R. Engles, Volume 69, p. 70.
Copyright 2013 by American Psychologist. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix D/Figure 17
Brom et al. (2018) Effects of specific game elements according to common assumptions and three theories

Note. From “Gamifying simulation: Do a game goal, choice, points, and praise enhance learning” by C. Brom, T. Stárková, E.
Bromová, and F. Děchtěrenko, Volume 56, Issue 7, p. 50.
Copyright 2018 by Journal of Educational Computing Research. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix E/Figure 18
Felder-Silverman’s (1988) Dimensions of Learning Styles

Note. From “Learning and teaching styles in engineering education” by R.M. Felder and L.K.
Silverman, Volume 78, Issue 7, p. 680.
Copyright 1988 by Engineering Education. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix F/Figure 19
Prensky’s (2001) Types of Interactive Learning

Note. From Digital Game-Based Learning (p. 156) by M. Prensky.
Copyright 2001, McGraw-Hill. Reprinted with permission.

174

Appendix G
Screenshots of Image Copyright Permission

Figure 1, ARLOOPA, p. 24

Figure 2, Virtual Reality Headsets, p. 24
175

Figure 3, Social Constructivism, p. 25

Figure 5, Civilization VI, p. 26
176

Figure 6, Mission US, p. 26

Figure 7, iCivics, p. 27
177

Figure 9, Poll Everywhere, p. 28

Figure 10, Rise of Nations, p. 28
178

Figure 11, Slack, p. 29

Figure 12, Nearpod, p. 29
179

Figure 14, Assassin’s Creed Syndicate, p. 30

Appendix B/Figure 15, Juul’s (2005) Model of Standard Game Definitions, p. 169
180

Appendix D/Figure 17, Brom et al. (2018) Effects of Specific Game Elements, p. 171

Appendix E/Figure 18, Felder-Silverman’s (1988) Dimensions of Learning Styles, p. 172
181

Appendix F/Figure 19, Prensky’s (2001) Types of Interactive Learning, p. 173

Appendix J/Figure 20, Koehler & Mishra’s (2009) Technological, Pedagogical Content Knowledge, p. 186
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Appendix U/Figure 28, Exemplar of Data Analysis via Dedoose, p. 197

Appendix X/Figure 29, NAMLE’s Key Questions for Media Literacy Education, p. 202
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Appendix H
Citations for Definition of Terms Figures

Figure 1. From “Culture + Innovation,” Margarita Mirzoyan,
https://regionalpost.org/en/articles/culture-innovation.html, Copyright 2019 by ARLOOPA, Inc..
Reprinted with permission.

Figure 2. From “HTC Vive/Oculus Rift/PS VR Compared: Who Wins Your Money?,” Gerald,
March 21, 2016, https://geekculture.co/htc-vive-oculus-rift-ps-vr-compared-who-wins-yourmoney/, Copyright 2016 by Geek Culture. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 3. From “Social Constructivism,” Steve Draper, April 12, 2013,
http://www.psy.gla.ac.uk/~steve/courses/archive/CERE12-13-safari-archive/topic3/webarchiveindex.html, Copyright 2013 by University of Glasgow. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 4. From “How to Increase Camp Supplies in Red Dead Redemption 2,” Blaine Smith,
October 26, 2018, http://www.gamersheroes.com/game-guides/how-to-increase-camp-suppliesin-red-dead-redemption-2/, Copyright 2018 by Rockstar Games. Reprinted by permission.

Figure 5. From “Review: Civilization VI is a beautiful prance through history,” Steven Strom,
October 28, 2016, https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2016/10/civilization-vi-is-a-beautiful-prancethrough-history/, Copyright 2016 by Take-Two Interactive Software. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 6. From “Mission US,” https://www.ivonnekaramoy.com/mission-us, Copyright 2020 by
THIRTEEN Productions, LLC. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 7. From “Immigration Nation,” http://legacy.gamesforchange.org/play/immigrationnation/, Copyright 2014 by iCivics. Reprinted with permission.
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Figure 8. From “Top Strength of Xbox One, Playstation 4, and Switch in 2017?,” Issac Mallet,
January 20, 2017, https://thisgengaming.com/2017/01/20/top-strength-of-xbox-one-playstation4-and-switch-in-2017/, Copyright 2017 by This Gen Gaming. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 9. From “Open-ended question,”
https://www.polleverywhere.com/support/articles/create-activities/open-ended, Copyright 2018
by Poll Everywhere. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 10. From “Rise of Nations won’t run on Windows 10,” October 14, 2019,
https://www.thewindowsclub.com/rise-of-nations-wont-run-on-windows-10, Copyright 2003 by
Microsoft Studios. Reprinted with permission

Figure 11. From “Why a School Staff Should Use Slack,” Stephen Moseley, December 11, 2018,
https://medium.com/@samosley01/why-a-school-staff-should-use-slack-f9f7067451df,
Copyright 2018 by Slack. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 12. From “Nearpod – engaging, interactive and new to @SussexUni,” Kitty Horne,
September 12, 2017, https://blogs.sussex.ac.uk/tel/2017/09/12/nearpod-engaging-interactivenew-sussexuni/nearpod-2/, Copyright 2017 by Nearpod. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 13. From “What is phenomenonology and how does it relate to existentialism?,” Ritvik
Khandelwal, June 20, 2018, https://www.quora.com/What-is-phenomenology-and-how-does-itrelate-to-existentialism, Copyright 2018 by Ritvik Khandelwal. Reprinted with permission.

Figure 14. From “Ferris Ironworks Assassin’s Creed 4K,” June 26, 2019,
https://hdqwalls.com/wallpaper/1600x1200/ferris-ironworks-assassins-creed-4k, Copyright 2015
by Ubisoft. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix I
Fair Use Image Copyright Checklist
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Appendix J/Figure 20
Koehler & Mishra’s (2009) Technological, Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK)

Note. From “What is technological pedagogical content knowledge?” by M. J. Koehler and P.
Mishra, Volume 9, p. 63.
Copyright 2009 by Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education. Released under
a CC-BY license.
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Appendix K/Figure 21
Rice’s (2007) Video Game Higher-Order Thinking Evaluation Rubric

Note. From “Assessing higher-order thinking in video games” by J.W. Rice, Volume 15, p. 93.
Copyright 2007 by Journal of Technology and Teacher Education. Reprinted with permission.

188

Appendix L/Figure 22
Rice’s (2007) Video Game Cognitive Viability Scale

Note. From “Assessing higher-order thinking in video games” by J.W. Rice, Volume 15, p. 94.
Copyright 2007 by Journal of Technology and Teacher Education. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix M
Technology, Internet, Gaming, and Simulation Consent Form
My child, (printed name of student) ______________________________________________ has my permission to access the Internet at school,
including the use of instructional software, local ﬁles, and teacher-led activities. Yes ___ No ____
(Writing your initials beside “No” above means that your child will not be able to access educational resources and resources on the Internet in
a voluntary, afterschool club setting.)
I give permission for my child to be limited to using only those Internet sites approved by the teacher that are ﬁltered by the school’s technology
coordinator, including access to Internet video/computer games and store-bought computer games and simulations. Yes ____ No ____
(Writing your initials beside “Yes” above means that your child will be able to play video/computer games to meet educational goals. The note
below will be sent to you before each game is used in a voluntary, afterschool club setting with the game’s title, rating, and the educational goals
or objectives to be reached using the video/computer game. Writing your initials beside “No” above means that your child will not be allowed to
engage in learning activities and experiences using video/computer games to meet educational goals.)
The study participants will be using a game titled: ____________________________________.
The game is rated __________ and will played on the following day: _____________________.
Educational goals or objectives for this activity include: ______________________________________________________________________.
Please feel free to preview the game in my classroom on any of the following days and times: ________________________________________.
I understand that access to technology at school is a privilege designed only for educational purposes. If my child violates any of these policies,
he or she will lose access to technology, the Internet, and video/computer gaming experiences. Violations will result in disciplinary action and/or
appropriate legal action initiated against my child. I also understand that this consent document remains in effect until such time my child leaves
the institution, or I modify the permissions in writing.
Parent/Guardian Printed Name: __________________________________________________
Parent/Guardian Signature: _____________________________________________________
Date: _______________________________________________________________________
(For more information about online safety, please read the U.S. Department of Justice’s online publication, Parent’s Guide to Children’s Online
Safety, at www.justice.gov/criminaI/ceos/onlinesafety.htmI)

I, (printed name of student) ______________________________________________________ agree to follow instructions on the use of video
games and the Internet from my teacher. I also promise to follow the rules established in my school’s Technology, Internet, and Gaming Access
Policy and the Children’s Internet Protection Act of 2000.
Student’s Signature: ____________________________________________________________
Date: ________________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your continued partnership in the success of our school.

Sincerely,

Joshua M. Patterson
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Appendix N/Table 1
Summary of Data Sources and Objective Purpose
Data Collection Source

Objective Purpose

Student Questionnaires

Individualized baseline knowledge; case-by-

(Poll Everywhere)

case, in-depth understanding of each student’s
predilections; reflection on participants’ unique
preferences
Precursor information essential for future

Student Small Group Interviews

lesson success; additional student background
data/demographics; reflection on students’
insight into gaming
Student Small Group Artifacts

Digitized hard copies of collaborative activities;
exemplars of mastery of critical thinking tasks

Think-Aloud/Probing Question

Demonstration of student content

Discussion Formats

knowledge/thematic social studies concepts;

(Nearpod and Poll Everywhere)

improved interaction between participants;
enhanced teamwork and technology skills
Informal student dialogue; clarification of

Slack Backchannel

murky curricular ideas; upgraded student
confidence; digital community-building
Researcher reflection; insight into data not

Researcher’s Field Notes

initially present; emergent themes; progression
of ideas; improved quality of future lessons
Unbiased capture of the live lesson

Audio-Video Recordings

environment; eye-opening interactions,
expressions, and reactions prompted by probing
questions; building on previous topics
discussed; critical researcher reflection
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Appendix O/Table 2
Next Generation Sunshine State (High School Social Studies) Standards

Fallout IV

Assassin's Creed Origins

Assassin's Creed Odyssey

Assassin's Creed 3

•SS.912.A.6.11 - Examine the controversy surrounding the proliferation of nuclear technology in the United States and the world.
•SS.912.A.5.5 - Describe efforts by the United States and other world powers to avoid future wars.
•SS.912.W.8.2 - Describe characteristics of the early Cold War.
•SS.912.A.6.6 - Analyze the use of atomic weapons during World War II and the aftermath of the bombings.
•SS.912.H.2.3 - Apply various types of critical analysis (contextual, formal, and intuitive criticism) to works in the arts, including the
types and use of symbolism within art forms and their philosophical implications.
•SS.912.H.2.1 - Identify specific characteristics of works within various art forms (architecture, dance, film, literature, music,
theatre, and visual arts).
•SS.912.H.3.1 - Analyze the effects of transportation, trade, communication, science, and technology on the preservation and
diffusion of culture.
•SS.912.E.3.3 - Discuss the effect of barriers to trade and why nations sometimes erect barriers to trade or establish free trade
zones.
•SS.912.A.5.10 - Analyze support for and resistance to civil rights for women, African Americans, Native Americans, and other
minorities.
•SS.912.W.5.5 - Analyze the extent to which the Enlightenment impacted the American and French Revolutions.
•SS.912.C.1.1 - Evaluate, take, and defend positions on the founding ideals and principles in American Constitutional government.
•SS.912.A.1.7 - Describe various socio-cultural aspects of American life including arts, artifacts, literature, education, and
publications.

Assassin's Creed Syndicate

•SS.912.W.6.1 - Describe the agricultural and technological innovations that led to industrialization in Great Britain and its
subsequent spread to continental Europe, the United States, and Japan.
•SS.912.A.3.2 - Examine the social, political, and economic causes, course, and consequences of the second Industrial Revolution
that began in the late 19th century.

Red Dead Redemption 2

•SS.912.A.3.6 - Analyze changes that occurred as the United States shifted from agrarian to anindustrial society.
•SS.912.A.3.4 - Determine how the development of steel, oil, transportation, communication, andbusiness practices affected the
United States economy.

Battlefield 1

•SS.912.W.7.2 - Describe the changing nature of warfare during World War I.
•SS.912.W.7.3 - Summarize significant effects of World War I.

Battlefield V

•SS.912.W.7.11 - Describe the effects of World War II.
•SS.912.A.6.4 - Examine efforts to expand or contract rights for various populations during World War II.

Grand Theft Auto V

•SS.912.G.5.4 - Analyze case studies of how humans impact the diversity and productivity of ecosystems.
•SS.912.G.5.2 - Analyze case studies of how changes in the physical environment of a place can increase or diminish its capacity to
support human activity.
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Appendix P/Figure 23
Exemplar of Primary Source Image Analysis
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Appendix Q/Figure 24
Exemplar of Primary Source Textual Evaluation
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Apendix R/Figure 25
Exemplar of Primary Source Image-Based Content Creation
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Appendix S/Figure 26
Screenshot of Slack Backchannel
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Appendix T/Table 3
Definitions of Qualitative Codes
Communal Bonding
Content Criticism
Content Overload
Content Uncertainty
Controversial Discussions

Experiential Enjoyment
Expressing Empathy
Independent Investigation

Memetic Referencing
Multiple Perspectives
Non-Social Studies Content Knowledge

Off-Topic Socializing
Participant Assistance
Participant Engagement
Participant Mortality
Social Studies Content Knowledge
Technological Challenges
Time Management
Video Game Content Knowledge
Vivid, Virtual Imagery

Participants displayed a social connection by means of
the study design
Participants/investigator critiqued the
primary/secondary source selection
The participants found the primary sources too wordy
or lengthy and had trouble with the analysis process
Participants expressed a lack of clarity regarding one
of the primary sources
The participants did not see eye-to-eye on certain
issues and expressed their views in a heated but
respectful manner
The participants communicated an overall positive
experience based on the week's lesson.
The participants placed themselves in the perspective
of a historical actor
Participants proposed questions or contributed
comments that were unique and separate from the
objective of the lesson
The participants displayed some connection to meme
culture
Participants responded to a portion of the lesson with
an internal struggle while determining their position
The participants related the social studies (SS) content
to background knowledge they had acquired outside of
SS classes and not through video games.
Students employed various platforms to discuss topics
unrelated to the lesson
Participants provided aid to one another in the form of
dispensing content knowledge
An allusion to the participants focusing their attention
fully on the task at hand
Some mention of a participant(s) not being present for
one or multiple data collection sessions
The participants related the SS content being explored
to background knowledge they had acquired.
An example of my best laid technological plans not
coming to fruition, requiring an on-the-spot fix
Aspects of the lesson were either cut short or never
mentioned due to time constraints
The participants linked the gameplay to previous video
game knowledge they had acquired before the lesson
The 3-D environment allowed the participants to make
better sense of SS content
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Appendix U/Figure 27
Exemplar of Data Analysis via Dedoose
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Appendix V
Exemplar of Transcribed Discourse
(referring to the gameplay visuals in Assassin’s Creed Odyssey)
Patterson: He more than likely was a slave, in Sparta known as a Helot: H-E-L-O-T. They are
probably running tasks for their masters. Take a look at the way Sparta is laid out. Very much a
different style and feel than Athens. In Athens, we had a bird’s eye view, now we are on ground
level, but you should still be able to kind of get a feel for what the symbols expressed. Gio, do
you want to start us off?
Gio: Looking at the columns, you can see these gladiators, these Spartans, instead of what we
saw in Athens – where knowledge and politics were at the center of life. Here in Sparta it’s more
about power. Power is everything, power is a way you survive.
Patterson: Might makes right. Michael?
Michael: Question. The gladiator Spartans on the columns, do they have individual faces or are
different people fighting?
Patterson: That’s a good question - are they all the same or are they unique characters?
(asking about viewing faces)
Patterson: If I had the use of the falcon in the original story mode, we could get a closer view of
the faces.
Michael: Are they in different stances?
Patterson: Seems as though they are all in the same stance. They call these soldiers Hoplites.
They would get in a certain formation where they were protected at all sides - the phalanx you
probably saw in 300. It was a way they could be defended but also attack.
Alphonse: So each statue looks exactly the same?
Patterson: They had a mold, they had a cast. They would create multiple copies.
Alphonse: Sparta was so military - their fighting was their life, their blessing. The statues
represent, and I got this from Gio’s point, its patriotism - it’s basically constant war.
Patterson: Patriotism, that’s a good word.
Alphonse: Yeah.
Patterson: I did go ahead and activate some Nearpod discussion questions so please provide
your written response or you can always answer orally. Doug, I know you prefer to speak, so
why don’t you start us off?
Doug: First of all, the poor or the commoners in Athens seem to have a big advantage over the
rich and the mighty. Since there are more poor people, they bring the state its power.
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Patterson: So it’s a collection of the powerless, as a unit they work together to create this
concept of democracy. Why does Xenophon think that’s a flawed system?
Doug: It brought more power to the commoners, which may not be fair because there are more
poor people and have they this one-sided view. You should be able to hear the concerns of the
higher, mightier people - that way you can have both sides and the whole thing about democracy
is to be fair and just.
Patterson: This was a common criticism - if you have a nation of poor or commoners - whatever
term you want to use – then you are creating a welfare state. Are we just taking care of these
people at the risk of taking everyone down? Or should we celebrate the wealthy and the powerful
and make sure they are held up on the proper pedestal like Xenophon says and maybe others
might think is necessary?
Doug: To answer the second question about different government systems working together, I
would say back then probably not but today they could. Today you have democracy,
communism, socialism. There are debates about it and there are flaws, but they generally exist in
the same space pretty well.
Patterson: We have a functioning United Nations - it’s not perfect.
Doug: Back then definitely not. I don’t see it working out as well.
Patterson: They saw it more as a I win, you lose game - there can’t be both.
Doug: For the most part, but there were certain times where they could. I can’t remember the
exact battle when it happened, but I remember there was a battle where the Athens and Spartans
fought the Persians.
Patterson: Yes, the battle of Thermopylae and then Marathon - they were allied for those.
Doug: It shows they can work together but not for too long.
Patterson: Let’s go to Gio next, then Peter, and Luke.
Gio: Obviously one of the major criticisms is that the poor would fare better than the elites.
Athens gave a larger voice to the many commoners instead of the few rich and powerful. I don’t
think the two systems can peacefully coexist. They must be the strongest, they must be the more
powerful. While Athens wants more knowledge so they can achieve peace, Sparta wants control
over land and politics. That would prove to be a thing later on.
Patterson: It seems as though these two city-states are ideologically at war with each other and
then eventually militarily they do go to war. But they were in a war of thought way before their
war of combat. Peter and then Luke.
Peter: I’m going to say probably not to the second question and the Cold War is a good example
of why two systems of politics can’t coexist too well. The Cold War started because we
Americans did not want the spread of communism into our capitalist state, which could have led
to a nuclear wasteland. In a time of war perhaps because America and Russia worked together in
WWII - after it didn’t go so well.
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Patterson: There are certain global scenarios like an outside invading power of Persia or the
Nazis in WWII that could bring people together but in peacetime it’s challenging. Luke?
Luke: I do think that competing systems of government can peacefully coexist. However, it’s not
about political systems, it was more about the social and cultural values behind the government.
It was a less about the fact that America was capitalist and Russia was communist - you had to
look at the underlining value behind the systems. America valued freedom and independence.
Russia valued collectivism, equity and things of that nature that fundamentally arise from
different systems of government. If you have a religious anarchy and a religious dictatorship they
could probably work together for a common goal, but if you had a Muslim theocracy and a
Christian theocracy, they would be unable to do the same.
Patterson: They would definitely be bashing heads. You really got to the point here that
underneath these governmental systems and these major bureaucratic structures, it comes down
to ideas - in this classical period we are transitioning to these ideas. The way they see the world
is totally different and therein lies the problem
Alphonse: Time expired but I know my answer from memory. To respond to the first question,
basically they saw the poor and the uneducated ones as having more power. The second one I
agree with Luke’s view. There are systems that can coexist peacefully like capitalism and
communism - they are able to live together. 90% of countries that were communist didn’t last,
except China. Russia is following their own terms of capitalism, it’s more by a moral compass,
they don’t keep firing at each other verbally. The Cold War was a messed-up thing to be honest.
Yes, we have a treaty between China and the US but it’s mostly about the economy. They aren’t
firing verbally so they can coexist peacefully even when they are not the best of friends. History
is showing us that right now.
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Appendix W/Figure 28
Word Cloud of Qualitative Codes
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Appendix X/Figure 29
NAMLE’s Key Questions for Media Literacy Education

From “The Core Principles of Media Literacy Education,” https://namle.net/wpcontent/uploads/2020/06/NAMLE-Key-Qs.pdf. Copyright 2020 by NAMLE. Reprinted with
permission.
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Appendix Y/Table 4
Weekly Exemplar of Higher-Order Constructivist Thinking
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Appendix Z/Figure 30
Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy of Cognitive Domains

From “Bloom’s Taxonomy Verbs,” John Cummings, May 22, 2018, https://www.fractuslearning.com/blooms-taxonomy-verbs-freechart/, Copyright 2018 by Fractus Learning. Reprinted with permission.
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